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1Abstract
The present study, based on the Marxist problematic,
examined the impact of media conglomeration on the
organizational logics of popular books industry. Findings
illustrated that the conglomeration momentum is emerging
in local media industry with a few consortiums extending
their influence in different media industries. Popular
books publishing is one of them.
This momentum reshaped the internal and external
organizational structures of publishing houses. Formal
ties are established between the parent company and the
subsidiary publishing company. Chief editors or publishing
managers have to report to the group manager about the
progress of the company as well as the policy line of the
publishing house. The parent company can then maintain
control of the publishing house but without direct
interference in its routine operation. Collective
decision-making, formalization of working procedures,
greater specialization of tasks are also brought forth by
media conglomeration. They all help to reduce the risks of
personal misjudgment, streamline the working procedure,
enhance efficiency and thus better serve the profit-
maximization goal of the organization. Moreover,
capitalist economic logic has already defined the
production logic of popular books industry. Audience
interest is always the most important thing book
publishers consider. Othe practices such as the
responsibility editor system and regular operative
meeting, smoothen the functioning of the organization. It
is through these mechanisms the profit-maximization goal
affect the production of popular books. This partly
explains how economic dynamics determine cultural
production.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
The merits of this study, if it deserves any, are due
to critical and insightful comments of the members of my
thesis committee. Dr. Leonard Chu, Dr. Joseph Chan and Dr.
Hsin-chi Kuan, to whom I am deeply indebted. Their
patience and guidance leads me through this tough
exercise.
Special thanks should be given to the editors, chief
editors and publishing managers I interviewed. Without
their help, this thesis could not have been written.
Furthermore, I am grateful to Miss Li Yee-ching, Mr.
Lo Wing-hung, Mr. Hui Po-keung and Miss Chan Man-yee for
their encouragement and support.
Thanks should also be voiced to Mrs. Louisa Tsui,









Two Base-Superstructure Metaphor 16
Revised
2.1 Gramsci's Contribution 19
2.2 Alhusser's Contribution 22
2.3 Understanding Determination 24
Three Economic Determination and 30
Cultural Production
3.1 The Idealist Tendency of 30
Cultural Studies
3.2 Research of Economic 33
Determination of Cultural
ndustry
3.3 The Approach of James Curran 37
3.4 The Theoretical Framework of 41
Graham Murdock
3.5 Studies on the Production of 48
Popular Books
Four Media Conglomeration In 52
Hong Kong
4.1 Media Conglomeration in 53
Advanced Capitalist
Countries: United Kingdom &
The United States
4.2 Media Conglomeration in 56
Hong Kong
5Chapters Pages
4.3 Local Newspaper Industry- 63
MOving Towards Congiomeration
4.4 The Pace of Conglomeration 66
in Popular Book Publishing
Five Capitalist Economic Logic and 72
Organizational Logic-
The Case of Popular Books Industry
5.1 Popular Book Publishing as 73
Part of the Leisure Industry
5.2 An Overview of the Industry 79
5.3 Production Logic Across 88
Organizational Context
Six The Impact of Media Conglomeration 104
Upon Cultural Industry:
An Organizationl Analysis
6.1 Organizational Setting 107
6.2 Organizational Practices 114
6.3 Product Policies 121
Seven Media Conglomeration, Popular Books 125
Industry and Mass Culture
An Analysis of Economic
Determination of Culture
7.1 Popular Books Production The 126
Fragmented Ideology









The Theoretical Framework of Murdock
Subsidiaries of HK-TVB
Number of Sub-editors in 7 Selected
Publishing Companies
Major Types and Volume of Books Produced









The Structure of Publications
(Holdings) Ltd.








Local popular books publishing industry, according to
Mr. Kwan Wing-kei of the Publications (Holdings) Ltd., has
been booming .in these few years. New but powerful
publishers such as Ming Window, Publications (Holdings)
Limited, Jademan Publishing Company and Star International
Publishing entered the market with substantial support
from their parent companies, namely,' ''the Ming Pao Group,
HK-TVB, Jademan Institution and Tao Group.
Innovative practices such as pocket-size book design,
extensive distribution network, better advertising and
promotion, glamorous layout, etc., are undertaken. These
practices prove successful in the market to enhance book
sales and arouse readers' attention. Many white collars
begin to read books in the underground train. They simply
carry a romance fiction or science fiction with them in
their handbags or cases. The name of Wei Sze Lee is well
known to local book readers. Even films have been made
about the adventure of this Hong Kong created 'James
Bond'.
Many publishers agree that the reading population in
Hong Kong expands in these years as the educational level
is raised. The growing specialized interests among the
audience offer another explanation for the boom. The
significance of popular books publishing as one definer of
popular culture also swells. Many people have already
been wondering about the impact of these books on the
youth's perception and social consciousness. Cardinal
literary critics ai;e complaining about the dominancy of
such low taste popular literature and its undermining of
classic or authentic literature. Teachers, on the other
hand, have echoed the same concerns. Students now prefer
the romance stories by Yi Shue to the bream of the Red
Chamber.
The impact of popular books is of course an
interesting question to look at. Yet, the production of
books may be an even more important problem to combat.
Why and how some texts are selected by the publishers to
become books will provide hints on what books will be
produced. The policies and preferences of the publishers
and editors determine what we are? going to have in the
book market. Only with this background will we be on a
better ground to explore the influence of popular books to
the individual as well as to social consciousness.
The term popular books may have several connotations:
it may mean books intended for the masses, or books that
find favour with a large number of poeple. They may
include ballads, verses, tales realistic and picaresque,
romances and confessions, jest books and chapbooks,
westerns and thrillers, science fiction and fantasy
literature, allegory and satire, emblem books, strip
cartoons, comics and even picture postcards. There may
still be other types but the most important feature for
popular books is that they appeal to mass interests. (1)
This study aims to explicate the production of
popular books in Hong Kong by exploring how different
forces such as the organizational imperatives
(profitmaking, cultural values, political propaganda),
institutional environment (ideological atmosphere,
economic dynamics, political system), and personal
preferences (taste, values, beliefs), shape the production
of popular books.
Book publishing, like other cultural industries, is
nowadays an organizational activity determined largely b3
the needs and goals of the organisation. On the- other
hand, any commerical. organisation must be able to make
profit in order to survive in the capitalist mode of
production. The publishers in Hong Kong are mostly
commerical companies without subsidies from the government
or any other political or social organizations.
Therefore, for them, profit making is the most important
imperative.
It seems that individual practitioners of these
organisations may be comparatively speaking more detached
from the economic logic. But one must bear in mind that
personnels are assigned to different tasks and roles
according to organisational needs and policies which are
largely determined by the profit-making motive. Their
collective task is defined, by the organisation as the
manufacturing of cultural commodities to make money.
Personal preferences have to give way to commercial
considerations. This will be especially imminent for
personnels engaged at the allocative level. They are
those who represent the organization to decide how the
resources should be allocated. They will be held
accountable for either success or failure in business.
Thus, they will be more cautious about the money factor.
But for operative personnels, their works are more
specialized and trivial, seemingly giving them more
freedom from the chain of money making.
The economic imperative defined by the capitalist
mode of production is no doubt the most important rule
governing the cultural industry. But, the capitalist
economy is not without variations. Many scholars witness
the uprising of monopolistic capitalism in the 20th
century which differs from the competitive epoch in Marx's
time (Mandel, 1985; Habermas, 1973; Murdock, 1982). Large
corporations, formed mainly by merges and amalgamation,
instead of proprietors, become the major forces in the
market. Conglomeration taks place not only in the
material production but also in the reproduction of
cultural products. Murdoch, the Australian press baron,
has developed a media empire extending from Australia to
Asia, Europe, America and other parts of the world. The
development of consortiums is itself one major concern in
media studies and it poses a new context for the cultural
industry. Popular books publishing, as part of the
cultural industry, has to be understood within this
context. The production of popular books, being
determined by the economic logic, must be examined in
context of the changes in media economics. This also
explains why the title of this thesis is Media
Conglomeration and Cultural Production.
Though the economic imperative is the most important
rule governing cultural industry, its determination is
never total. Unlike administrative order, the economic
dynamic does not define what types or forms of cultural
commodities to produce. It demands only profitable
outputs. Personnels are given a relatively free hand to
explore, gauge or even guess what cultural commodities the
audience wants. Personnels, within the boundaries and
requirements set by the organization, are to make decision
about what to publish. Their cultural background,
literary and aesthetic values as well as their social
network will have a role to play. But one must bear in
mind that they work within the frames defined by
organizational goals and practices which is determined by
the iron law of capitalist economy, profit maximization.
Besides, the cultural atmosphere in general define
what is available for the personnelsorganizations to
produce. Newspaper columns, being one most popular form
of writing in [long Kong, are almost always compiled to
become books. But the cultural atmosphere can not be
viewed as anything sacred or emerging from the social
vacuum. Rather, it is the praxis of past cultural
producers situated in cultural institutions with definite
goals of profit-making. The invisible hand of economics
remains an important force to gatekeep ideas.
The above arguments give primacy to the economic base
in understanding the production of popular books. It
defines the rule of the game for the organisations which
in return determine organizational goals and practices.
These organisational goals and practices set the frame for
publishing companies to decide wh to produce. By
exploring this determination process-.-in detail, a better
understanding towards how economic dynamics determine
cultural production will be plausibly.' On the other hand,
the momentum of media conglomeration is sweeping through
the cultural industry. As a result, this study will
examine how economic dynamics of monopolistic capitalism
(media conglomeration) determine the organisational
context for popular books production. In other words, the
study will explore the impact of media conglomeration upon
cultural production in the organizational level.
To ascertain the above goal, indepth interviews will
be conducted to collect- data about the organizational
routines and practices of the publishing companies.
Cultural industry has to produce novel products
continuously m order to meet the demand of the audience
and thus flexibility becomes a must. Formal black and
white rules are rare in the cultural industry. Even
newsroom practices like objectivity are more in the form
of consensus and are seldom written on paper. As a
result, the data will be available only from interviews
with the practitioners working in the organization.
Structured interviews were conducted with a standard
list of questions designed for every respondent and lists
of questions for respondents at different positions. For
example, a publishing manager was asked on how he selects
editors and how he negotiates with his seniors. Follow~ui
questions were then raised with respect to the answers
given by the interviewees.
This study examines the general dynamics in popular
books publishing as well as the impact of media
conglomeration upon cultural industry. A total of seven
publishing companies have been selected. They belong to
two categories, conglomerate publishing companies and non-
conglomerate publishing companies. Through comparing these
two categories, the impact of conglomeration can be
uncovered. On the other hand, by pooling together the
common properties in these two types of publishers, the
organizational routines facing popular books industry as a
whole can also be ascertained.
Non-conglomerate publishers include publishing
companies with highly varied sizes, objectives and
policies. Some of them are linked with certain media such
as The Affairs Weekly Publishing Company Ltd. which
originated from The Affairs Weekly. The mother company is
an independent medium with relatively simple corporate
structure and less diversified business. These media-
related companies, though having potentials to develop
into media conglomerates, bear greater similarity with
independent publishers whether in their practices or
organizational set-ups. They are therefore included in
the category of non-conglomerate publishers.
The conglomerate publishers and non-conglomerate
publishers selected for study are as follows:
I. Conglomerate Publishers:
1. Publications (Holdings) Limited (PHL)--
Publishing Manager (1) Chief Editor (1)
Executive Editor (1), Sub-editor (1.)
2. Star International Publications Ltd. (SIP)
Chief Editor (1), Editor (1)
3. Ming Window Publishing Company (MWP)-- Publishing
Manager (1), Editor (1)
4. Universal Press (UP)-- Chief Editor (1), Editor
(1)
II. Non-conglomerate Publishers:
1. The Affairs Weekly Publishing Company (TAP)
Publisher (1), Editor (1)
2. Cosmo Books Company Ltd.(CBC) Chief Editor (.1)
Editor (1)
3. Li Man Publishing Company (LMP) Chief Editor
(1), Sub-editor (1) v
Each of these companies has its own specific
organizational structure and hieiachy. For Publications
(Holdings) Ltd., it has a more complicated corporate
structure with more specialized divisions of labor and
different editorial staffs share different tasks in the
book making process. To understand fully the actual
production and decision-making process of PHL, we have to
interview staffs of different hierachies. This structure
is unique to Publications (Holdings) Ltd. and no other
companies establish a simplier corporate set-up with the
chief editor working both as the manager and the editor-
in-chief. Sub-editors will accomplish the desk-editing
works. Mo executive editors exist in publishing companies
other than Publications (Holdings) Ltd. to supervise
editorial works and so Publications (Holdings) Ltd. was
studied in a more comprehensive way.
These seven publishing companies are purposively
selected as they are more active than others in the sense
that they publish more books more regularly. Jademan
Institution and Commercial Radio are also in the
publishing business, but they are relatively
insignificant. The former has so far published only one
book while the latter has printed only three.
Through studying these two categories of publishers,
a more comprehensive picture about popular books
publishing industry can be obtained. Their common
properties and practices can then be used to illustrate
how the industry works and reacts in general. The
interaction of different forces in the organizational
contexts can be traced through these interviews. Besides
the general picture of popular book production, the
comparative dimension is not overlooked. Some pussies in
the industry cannot be solved without examining
differences across different organisations. The
diversificationspecialization product policy is one
example. The degree of rationalization of organization is
another. But the primary focus of this study is on the
production logic of the industry as a whole.
A publishing company is undoubtedly the most
important arena for popular books production. But, other
important elements, such as the distribution agencies and
the retail outlets, also have their role to play in the
production process.
Two distribution agencies are selected to illustrate
the book distribution network in Hong Kong and to show how
they act as one of the important feedback loops in
affecting publishers' decisions. The agencies selected
are Li Tung Book Distribution Ltd. and Li Yuen
Subscriptions Agencies Ltd.. Their managing
directormanager were interviewed to see how they
cooperate and affect the publishers' decisions. These two
agencies, with various retail outlets ranging from
newsstands to bookstores and supermarkets, are the most
prominent ones in the market.
The retail sector affects mainly the consumption and
not the production of popular books and their feedback
function is mostly taken by the distribution agencies.
Therefore, no formal interviews were conducted to solicit
views from the retailers. Rather, informal conversations
were held to get some backgrounds about book retailing and
the readers' interests.
Book critics form an indispensable part in the book
industry in foreign countries. Book review columhs may
put a book on the alter or to the bin. 'In Hong Kong, book
critics are far less influential, but they provide another
important aspect of the feedback. e. to reflect the
specialists' views. These views may-ylalso be taken into
consideration by the publishers. Therefore, a chief
editor of a book review journal, Reader, was interviewed.
The magazine is selected as other book-review journals are
run by publishing companies themselves and bias seems
unavoidable. To obtain a more objective assessment about
the market, Reader is chosen.
Through these interviews, the most visible process
for the production of popular books was identified. But as
discussed in earlier paragraphs, the publishing companies
are situated in a wider economic and ideological context.
The capitalist mode of production will no doubt condition
their organizational £ictivities. The economic environment
can be characterised as the momentum of media
conglomeration while the ideological environment will be
mainly the mediaculturalindustry. Findings from past
researches, government statistics £cnd documents from
related organizations were exploited to substantiate
discussion in these aspects.
Right from the beginning, the privacy of the material
base of cultural production has been emphasized. In other
words, this study is theoretically grounded on the Marxist
problematic, a term Louis Althusser Uses to describe the
'i
theoretical positions underlining different theories. It
defines the sort of questions one raises while facing the
complex reality and the way one approaches and resolves
these puzzles (Althusser, 1970).
American mass communication research has long been
dominated by the administrative approach, which emphasizes
the function and dysfunction of mass media and their
effects on attitudes and behaviors. As a result, the
impact of mass media upon voting or consuming behavior is
researched at the expense of crystallising the problem of
ideological control. The Marxist problematic is strong in
uncovering problems in this aspect. To situate the study
of cultural industry in a Marxist problematic will provide
a different perspective of these industries. It suggests
that one should trace the locus of media control by
investigating how the economic dynamics articulate the
bourgeois interests to become general interests.
But the Marxist problematic is not without debates
and dilemmas. A brief review of these debates will be
given in Chapter Two to locate the arena of discussion
within the problematic. Chapter Three will concentrate on
findings of past research in this area. The institutional
environment of publishing companies will be dealt with in
Chapter Four. Chapter Five and Six will present findings
obtained from .interviews, while the concluding chapter
will assess the significance, relevance and shortcomings
of this study.
Chapter 2
BASE AND SUPERSTRUCTURE METAPHOR REVISITED
In the social production of their life, men enter
into definite relations that are indispensable and
independent of their will, relations of production
which correspond to a definite stage of development of
their material production forces. The sum total of
these relations of production constitutes the economic
structure of society, the real foundation, on which
arises a legal and political superstructure and to
which correspond definite forms of social
consciousness. The mode of production of material
life conditions the social, poliical and intellectual
life process in general. It is not the consciousness
of men that determines their being, but, on the
contrary, their social being determines their
consciousness (Marx and Engels, 1962,p.362-3).
In this passage, often quoted in the Marxist cultural
analysis, Marx pinpoints clearly that the economic sphere
constitutes the foundation for the material relations of
the society, which in turn condition the political,
intellectual, and artistic sphere. This is the well-known
base-superstructure metaphor. According to Jorge Larrain,
Marx uses the term superstructure to refer to the
distinct and peculiarly formed sentiments, illusions,
modes of thought and views of life which the entire
class creates and forms...out of its material foundations
(Larrain, 1983, p.171). The cultural industry is surely
part of the superstructure. Thus, it is also determined
by the mode of production.
Unfortunately, Marx has only roughly discussed the
relationship between the material base and the
superstructure. Little and unsystematic discussions are
made by Marx in his writings on this metaphor. Worse
still, Marx discussed the role of the superstructure
mainly in the light of how it serves the revolution.
According to Li Zehou, a recognized contemporary Chinese
thinker, Marx emphasizes how art and literature serve the
proletarian revolution and little has been written on its
internal logic (Li, 1986, p.298). The Marxist
superstructural theory remains an underdeveloped one.
This loophole is soon f illjd by mechanical
materialism. The base and superstructure metaphor is
often vugarlized and polarized into crude economic
determinism. Kautsky, one of the famous representatives
of this perspective, argues that morality has an animal
origin and its changes in human society are conditioned
by mutations 'which occur under the impulse of technical
development' (Larrain, 1983, p.56). In Kautsky's view,
.ideas and morality are a mere reflection of the economic
base. The conception that superstructure is the direct
reflection of the material base enjoys popularity
especially in official Marxism in Communist countries.
For example, Chen Cong, a famous Chinese Communist
literary theorist, claims that literature must be the
reflection of political and economic situation and this
principle is the basis for an$ understanding or
interpretation of literature (Chen, L0.86, p. 32)
The economic reductionist interpellation is but one
of the many interpretations for Marxist superstructural
theory and it is losing ground as it is becoming more and
more, difficult to explicate the complex reality by such
simple model.
Other scholars attempt in different ways to provide a
convincing Marxist superstructural theory. Engels, the
dearest friend of Marx, has suggested that the cultural
sphere is not always determined by the base and may in
turn have its own effectivity (Engels, 1962). He rejects
the direct and assymetric link between the material base
and the cultural sphere. This conception helps to open up
possibilities for Marxist superstructural theory since the
superstructure is no longer seen as the mere reflection of
the base. But it is Antonio Gramsci and Louis Althusser
who make great contributions to the theory of
superstructure.
2- 1 Gramsci's Contribution
Gramsci rejects the economic reductionist perspective
which ignores struggles in the political and cultural
arena. He suggests that it would be necessary to come to
grips with the much more dynamic and complex relationship
between base and superstructure, i.e. the relationship is
not direct and explicit. Gramsci also proposes that the
mode of production always fails to explain the vital
transformative moments involving massive upheaval,
conflict, and revolution (Boggs, 1976, p.36).
But Gramsci's greatest contribution is his
formulation of the concept hegemony. Hegemony is an
organizing principle or worldview that is diffused by
agencies of ideological control and socialisation into
every area of daily life (Boggs, 1976, p.39). It can be
found only in the union of political, intellectual, and
moral leadership. To Gramsci, the bourgeois rules the
subordinate class not only through organized state power
but also on popular support or legitimacy in the long
run. The cultural sphere is the major tool to realize
this function.
Gramsci argues further that there are three
principles underlying the reductionist problematic:
1. all subjects are class subjects,
2. social classes have their own paradigmatic
ideologies,
3. all ideological elements have a necessary class
belonging.
But to Gramsci, it is by the articulation to a
hegemonic principle that the ideological elements acquire
their class character that is not intrinsic to them
(Mouffe, 1979, p.193). This formulation clearly indicates
that ideas and conceptions acquire their class character
in the process of articulation in which the bourgeois seek
to secure the consensus of other socal groups and
subordinate class. Ideas or consciousness are articulated
into class consciousness disregard their class origin.
Therefore, ideological struggles in fact consists of a
process of dearticulation-rearticulation of given
ideological elements in a struggle between two hegemonic
priniciples to appropriate these elements (Gramsci, 1979,
p.193). The terrain of ideological struggle becomes not
only possible but also necessary under Gramscian
formulation. The proletariat should attempt to erode the
ideological hegemony so as to allow the working class to
win the support or consensus of other social groups. This
will be done through two phases: to penetrate the false
world of established preferences rooted in the dominant
belief systems and to create an entirely new universe of
ideas and values that would provide the basis for human
liberation (Gramsci, 1976, p.42).
This opens the enquiry on thos;e taken for granted
assumptions and routine- practices in the society in
general and the cultural industry- in specific. The
definition of news or professionalism for journalists may
be seen in this way. The journalistic practices such as
objectivity may have been transformedserve bourgeois
interests by undermining critical reporting.
Gramsci illustrates clearly the specificity and
offactivity of the superstructure. Even though the
economic structure changes, the superstructure does not
follow suit. It is also an arena for the revolutionaries
to struggle and compete. Gramsci does not attempt to
explain how ideas arise from the economic dynamic.
Rather, he explains how ideas are transformed or
articulated as part of the bourgeois ideology. The origin
of the idea is not so important. To Gramsci, the process
of how some ideas are utilized by the ruling class to
serve their interest is more important. Institutions such
as church, school or mass media which serve this role are
also important arenas to look into. Gramsci's conception
may be a better alternative to urderstand the base-
superstructure metaphor and the determination of




Gramsci's conception is echoed by Louis Althusser,
known as the founder of structural Marxism. Both
theoreticans reject the vulgar economic determinism.
Gramsci suggests that there exist a number of social
groups in the society besides two fundamental classes-
bourgeois and proletariat. Althusser also pointed out
that there are some minor classes existing in the
capitalistic mode of production such as the petty
bourgeois, bureaucrats, and landlords. They cannot be
reduced to a simple model: proletariat versus the
bourgeois.
But Althusser' s rnos t impor tant contr ibut i on tc- the
base and superstructure metaphor is his elaboration on the
problem of overdetermination and determination in the last
3 f o r g a n i c t o t a 1 i t y t o
describe social formations which constitute of three
levels: the economy, politics and ideology (Larrain, 1983,
p.94). Althusser asserts that ''Marx conceived the
structure of every, society as constituted by 'levels' or
'instances' articulated by a specific determination: the
infrastructure, or economic base and the superstructure,
which itself contains two 'levels' or 'instances': the
politico-legal and ideology (Althusser, 1971, p.129).
According to Althusser, the economy is always the
determining instance in any historical social formation
but it is not necessarily the dominant instance in social
formation. Being dominant here means the most important
condition of existence of a social formation. In
analyzing the 1917 revolution, Althusser indicates the
uniqueness of the concept of dominant instances by arguing
that conditions in Russia had been overdetermined by the
combination of a weak Tsarist regime, uneven capitalist
development, and the country's backwardness, fixed as it
was at the highest state of feudalism. Thus, Russia had
become the weakest link in the chain of imperial states
(Althusser, 1970, p.94). Communist revolution is then
possible to take place.
In Althusser's problematic, the superstructure is not
the mere reflection of the structure but is relatively
autonomous. In 'specific historical epoch, the political
or ideological instance may be dominant. That means the
superstructure maintains its own effactivity to history
and can not entirely be reduced to the economic base. The
relation between the base and the superstructure is not a
unilinear and one-sided deterministic model but rather an
u neven reciproca1 de t e rmination r elation. They are
necessary conditions of existence of the economic base but
not expressions of the economic essence.
2.3 Understanding 'Determinatio.nl
Both Gramsci and Althusser tend to reject the
economic redactionism and at the same time retain the
primacy of the economic instance. This easily gives rise
to disputes and confusions. Hindness and Hirst argue
forcefully to reject any form of economic determination.
Their rejection of Althusser's determination in the last
instance argument leads to the total rejection of any
idea of determination. Hindness points out that either
we effectively reduce ideological phenomena to class
interests determined elsewhere (basically in the
economy)... or we face up to the real autonomy of
ideological phenomena and their irreducibility to
manifestations of interests determined by the structure of
the economy (Hindness, 1977, p.104).
To figure out the relationship between economic
dynamic and politico-ideological sphere involves the
interpretation of the concept determination which is
often referred to by Marxist scholars including Marx
himself. In Marx's own word, the mode of production in
material life determines the social, political and
intellectual life process in general (Marx, 1970, p.182).
The economic reductionists interpret the concept in a
unilinear manner, i.e. all social, political and
intellectual life process is the mere reflection and.
expression of the material production process. Engels
argues strongly that the superstructure has its own
dynamic and effectivity in historical formation which
cannot be reduced to economic operation.
Both Gramsci and Althusser postulate the concept of
articulation, which means that ideas, beliefs, culture do
not necessarily bear any class character or nature.
Rather, they are transformed to express or serve class
interest in actual social interaction. This conception
helps to clarify where determination exercises.
Nationalism or patriotism by itself does not have a class
character intrinsic to it. However, either was utilized
in the First World War to maintain the interest of the
ruling class. That means it is articulated into the
hegemonic principle in a particular historical condition
and this in return dresses it in a bourgeois manner.
As Larrain has suggested, the character of theories
and works of art cannot be exhausted by an investigation
about their social origins,...and the forms of social
consciousness cannot be reduced to their social
background (Larrain, 1983, p.198). Class character and
interest is articulated into ideas or arts and this
articulation is determined by material production.
Articulation should also be viewed as the integration of
class-produced or class-reworked contents into the class
discourse but not as the integration of neutral contents
into a class discourse (Larrain, 1983, p.202). In
general, determination occurs not in the ideas or works of
art's origin but in the realm of interpretation and
articulation after the work is produced.
Raymond Williams treats the concept in at more
concrete way and argues that the reality of determination
is the setting of limits and the exertion of pressures,
within which variable social practices are profoundly
affected but not totally controlled (Williams, 1974,
p.12). Yet Larrain points out that the concept of
determination is multi-dimensional. On the one hand,
determination involves both the idea of conditioning and
of production. As conditioning, determination means the
setting of limits, the imposition of certain constraints
by objectified forms of practice (apparatuses,
institutions, organisation of the field, etc.). As
production, determination is a dynamic process whereby
social consciousness and social institutions are
practically brought into life....As men and women produce
their material life, they produce also their forms of
consciousness (Larrain, 1983, p.193).
Larrain suggests that determination is not a single
causative act but rather a permanent, process of
production and reproduction of ideas or works of art,
within new contexts and practices which give to them a
renewed sense (Larrain, 1983, p.199). To view
determination as a process is close to the concept of
'articulation posed by Gramsci. Also, the formulation
points out that both the production and reception of any
ideas are being affected or controlled by new contexts and
practices which are mostly the outcome of economic
operations and changes. Thus one can find out that
determination is context specific and history specific.
Larrain, though never mentioning concretely the meaning of
determination, points out ways to ascertain the locus of
determination, i.e. by concrete investigation into the
specific situation under which cultural products are
produced and received. Empiricial evidence will be the
key to elicit the actual operation of determination and
also the relation between cultural production and its
economic context.
Our discussion has made it clear that the economic
deterrninat .ion of culture involves a complicated
articulation process which is never simple and direct.
Only by intensive research on this articulation process
will the thesis, base determining superstructure, stand
out. Popular books industry, being part of the cultural
industry (a segment in the superstructure), submits under
the same logic and before we start to look into the
details of the industry, it's necessary to revisit how the
relationship of these two spheres is theorized.
Though Marxist scholars have provided rather
comprehensive account of a theory of cultural
materialism, not much research efforts have been exerted
in this area in different social science disciplines. The
positivist sociology rejects the primacy of economics
given by Marxist scholars in cultural analysis, while the
literary studies tradition is based mainly on detailed
textual analysis and a concern with sociocultural values
and meanings... (Garnham, 1983, p. 2.43). Mass
communication research, under strong influence of
positivist sociology, has paid little attention to the
issue. Not much is studied about the relation between the
economics of cultural industry and its outputs.
The next chapter will review how communication
scholars have researched this subject and assessed
critically their findings.
Chapter 3
ECONOMIC DETERMINATION AND CULTURAL PRODUCTION
As we emphasize the primacy of economics, it is very
important to show how market mechanism defines or
conditions cultural products. How communication scholars
have applied this theoretical framework in their analysis
of media phenomena in general and popular books publishing
industry in particular will form the core of this chapter.
3.1 The Idealist Tendency in Cultural Studies
There is only a dearth of research on the linkage
between economic dynamics and cultural production. The
American administrative approach to communication research
tends to overlook the production of media outputs but
concentrate rather on how communcation can be utilised to
persuade people to consume or to vote. The avalanche of
effect studies signifies the research interest of American
scholars.
Other research traditions, including the critical
approach, face other problems which limit their effort to
explore the process of cultural production. As Garnham has
suggested, an idealist tendency prevails in cultural
studies, which constantly resist the notion of
determinancy by the economic base (Garnham, 1983). These
studies recognize the importance of ideological control of
the bourgeois but their focus is pretty much the same as
the administrative approach. Scholars start from the
text, but not the origin of the text, and work hard to
elicit the impact of these texts. Research efforts on the
question of economic determination are thus lacking.
To show how such studies are lacking, Wolff gives
quite a lively expression on the image of cultural
producers. There is always a myth that the artist should
be seen as outside the society, marginal, eccentric and
removed from the usual conditions of ordinary people by
virtue of gift of artist genius (Wolff, 1981, p.101). To
see cultural producers such as poet, writer, composer,
dancer, painter, etc., as working freely, creatively and
personally is prevalent. Under this belief, most cultural
production is seen as the accomplishment of individual
genius and effort without regard to the social structural
features.
The idealist tendency in the study of cultural
production can be accounted for in three dimensions.
Firstly, this tendency :is an antithesis of economic
reductionism. Economic reductionism views the cultural
sphere as an extension of the material base and all
cultural phenomena as the direct reflection of the mode of
production. Marxist cultural studies evaporate as
political-economic analysis becomes the omnipotent formula
to explain every social and cultural phenomenon.
Researchers, in order to inject new blood into cultural
study, tend to look at the internal logic of cultural
activities or the output per se but not their socio¬
economic base.
Secondly, this tendency is further reinforced by the
cultural critique tradition of the Frankfurt School, which
focuses on how mass culture narcotises the individual and
creates one dimensional man (Marcuse, 1964). Again, the
text is explained but not the process producing them.
Thirdly, Garnham explains the idealist tendency in
terms of the orientation of early media studies. He
observed that, media studies in Britain developed not
within sociology, but within and out of literary studies.
(Garnham, 1983):
the founding texts are not Lazarsfeld's or Hovland's,
but Richard Hoggart's The Use of Literacy and Raymond
Williams' Communications. Concern with the mass
media within literary studies stems from the work of
F. R. Leavis in the 1920's. The work f ocused unori
the corrosive effect upon traditional cultural forms
and relations, both elite and popular, of the
development of industrial capitalism in general and
the industrial form of mass culture, such as the
cinema in particular... the Leaviste tradition
bequeathed to British media studies not only its
critical attitude toward capitalism, but also a
methodology based upon detailed textual analysis and
a concern with sociocultural values and meanings that
was actively hostile to positivist empirical
sociology, seeing that discipline and its methods as
themselves a cultural systems of the alienating
effects of capitalist development (Garnham, 1983,
P. 2 4 6).
But, despite the limited research efforts in this
area, some valuable findings have been raised by past
studies.
3.2 Research on Economic Determination of Cultural
Industry
Walter Benjamin, one of the founders of the Frankfurt
bchool, has examined the impac t of the material upon
cultural production. He argues that the mass reproduction
of art in contemporary era eliminates the aura of art.
At the same time the critical substance of the piece of
work disappeared. He points out that the bourgeois
apparatus of production and publication is capable of
assimiliating, instead of propagating, an astonishing
amount of revolutionary themes without ever seriously
putting into question its own continued existence or that
of the class which owns it (Benjamin, 1973, p.93). His
analysis is echoed by Jorge Larrain who suggests that the
bourgeois system of cultural producion recuperates and
dilutes revolutionary themes by making them a fashion
which is only an object of contemplation or admiration but
never a compelling motive for decision (Larrain, 1983,
p.196).
But these are only general comments and descriptions
of the problem. Little substantiation is given. Rather,
the analysis of Murdoch and Halloran on TV drama is one
good research example to treat the concept of economic
determinancy.
Murdock and Halloran, in analysing the contexts of
creativity in TV drama, suggest that economic factois
impinge on drama production at a variety of levels from
overall policy to the content and style of particular
programmes. The most general impact has been to reinforce
the squeeze on one-shot plays and concentrate production
on series and serials (Murdoch Halloran, 1979, p.280).
The form of TV drama is thus limited. On the other hand,
opportunities for experiment and creativity decline as
producers and executives like to play safe (Murdock
Halloran, 1979). Naturalist forms began to replace social
realism as the dominant form of presentation to undercut
costs (Murdock Halloran, 1979, p.281).
To Murdock and Halloran, the variety of topics and
presentation style are reduced as the trend of
.internationalization requires standardized formats to
please heterogeneous people. The power of economic is
even more prominent during recession. One can conclude
that Murdock and Halloran's finding mainly shows that
creativity, in form or content, is chained by economic
logic. Options and choices for producers are limited.
Moreover, their study also exposes that the structures
are not enforced through the direct personal intervention
of members of the higher echelons or by explicit
censorship procedures; but rather they are embedded in the
company's overall drama policy and in the general ethos
that prevades the organization and informs production
decisions at all levels (Murdoch and Halloran, 1979,
p.278).
Studies from sociology of literature provides another
perspective in understanding the production of art and
literature, which is quite different from productions
involving a comprehensive mix of organizational and
technical factors like TV drama, with considerations on
the socio-economic context. Eagleton observes,
literature, like any other social practice, employs
determinate means of production to transform a determinate
'raw material' into a specific product (Eagleton,„ 1977,
p.100). To Wolff, the cultural producer has his or her
own location in the social structure (Wolff, 1981). The
author is the midwife who representsJ)ne important and
irreducible level of mediation between social and
economic structures and work of art LWolff, 1981)'. The
author has thus to be located in specific social and
economic structures as well as organizational contexts.
Sociology of literature helps to explicate how a text
is created by the author and how the author, as a soical
agent, reflects the marks imprinted on him by the
contemporary social-economic context, ideological and
psychological structure.
3.3 The Approach of James Curran
James Curran uses a historical perspective to discuss
the relationship between economic situation and media
output, especially news. He argues that market forces
succeeded where legal repression had failed in
establishing the press as an instrument of social control,
with lasting consequences for the development of modern
British society (Curran, 1977, p.198). In his
Capitalism and Control of the Press 1800-1975, he
traces how radical press, though enjoying good
circulation, can't maintain in the market since mid-19th
century (Curran, 1977). According to his analysis,
advertising firms have discriminated against radical press
for its political stand as well as for the low consumption
power of its readers. As each paper cost more to produce
than the selling price, lack of advertising no doubt
sentenced the radical press to capital punishment. The
situation becomes: the more they sell, the more they lose.
Later, Curran further this argument by stating that
advertising is a patronage system to determine which
publications, selling at competitive prices, make a
profit (Curran, 1980, p.71). In his words, advertising
has become the new licensing system replacing stamp tax
or knowledge tax(Curran, 1980). With the evergrowing
setup cost and operating cost, advertising shares an even
greater role in financing a newspaper. To realise the
audience maximization goal of advertisers, any newspapers
have to build up a more representative and broad audience
makeup. This gives rise to national popular press like
the Daily Mirror and the Express which do not have
definite partisanship or political stands. Newspapers are
being depoliticized. Class conflict and solidarity have
been dissolved in the consensual atmosphere promoted by
the popular press. The interests of the labor are coopted
into the consensus created and there is no channel to
express them. As Curran has suggested, there has been an
extraordinary continuity in the symbols used in the
popular press to de-legitimize radical or politically
deviant groups: from Conscientious Objectors in the First
World War, strikers in the General Strike of 1.926, the
Unemployed Workers Movement in the 1930s...(Curran,
1978, p.74).
It is in this sense that Curran labels the press as
an agency of socia1 control,i.e. the bourgeoisie c1ass
uses the press as power agency to advance its interest to
compete with land aristocracy in parliament and the
growing militant labors (Curran, 1978).
From the above introduction one can easily recognize
the crucial role of advertising or advertisers as the most
important aspect of economic control in Curran's analysis.
Curran proposes that advertisers bias against radical
press 1imiting its share of advertising. Through this, the
radical press was undermined in the competitive market.
Then, a problem arises: why advertisers hold negative
views on the radical press? Curran suggests two reasons
for this negative attitude. Firstly, advertisers are
comparatively more conservative in political stand and
thus are annoyed by the anti-establishment stand of
leftist papers. Secondly, the readers of the radical
press are mostly from the lower income group which have
limited their capacity to consume. These radical presses
are thus not an effective means of advertising. The
situation is further facilitated by the rise of national
popular press such as the Daily Mirror, the Daily Express,
The Sun and others. For low price dally necessities, the
popular press, with greater circulation, is a more
powerful advertising medium, than the radical press.
Curran, by reinterpreting the press history of
Britain, descri.bes how the industrialization of the pres3
gradually limits the variety of views in the market place
of ideas. But he fails to make a clear differentiation
between structural constraints and actional factors.
Moreover, the notion of control is not discussed in
detail,i.e., how the general economic context shapes
organization practices and rules and ultimately determines
media output.
But these limited efforts are unsystematic and
exploratory and they present only a sketch on the locus of
economic determination. Worst of all, the agent to implant
economic dynamics into cultural production, the
organization, is not well-analyzed. Without looking at the
organizational arena for cultural production, the
f(0otprint of econornic determination can not be uncovered.
It is Graham Murdock who formulate a more comprehensive
schema to explore the control of comunication industries
by the capitalist through personal intervention as well as
the general economic dynamics with special emphasis on the
organisational context.
3.4 The Theoretical Framework of Graham Murdock
According to Murdock, approaches to the control of
large corporations can be usefully divided up according to
the general conception of the socio-economic order that
underpins them (capitalism v.s. industrial society) and
the primary focus of their analysis (whether it emphasizes
and agency or structural context and constraint)
(Murdock, 1982,p. 123). This can be summarized in •'Table
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Table 3.1 The Theoretical Framework of Murdock (Murdock,
1982, p.124)
The theory of industrial society stresses the concept
of consumer sovereignty and managerial autonomy. The
market mechanism, which is a reflection of consumers'
demand, will be the major lever to regulate cultural
production. On the other hand, the dispersal of ownership
in modern enterprises made individual owners incapable of
exerting influence on the decisions of the enterprise.
Their remoteness from day-to-day operation also deprives
them of the power and knowledge to interfere in the
administration. As a result, the professional managers
and media elites seize control of the firm.
However, this approach fails in the fiist place to
take into account the capacity of the shareholders to
exercise control in the institution even with a low level
of share holding. According to Berle and Means, 20 per
cent will be the minimum holding that an owner needed to
enforce his control (Murdoch, 1982, p.133). These owners
will possess the right to select top executives which in
turn guarantee their influence in the overall management
of the firm. Secondly, the industrial society approach
overlooks the constraints imposed on the managers or media
elites by the general economic context. Profit
maximization remains the basic structural imperative
around which the capitalist economy revolves (Murdock,
1982, p.135). Murdock thus rejects the industrial society
theory and adopts the capitalism theory which clearly
shows the importance of economic dynamics in the
production of news.
He advances further to discuss the instrumental and
structural approach in the capitalism theory and shows how
these two approaches can be synthesized so that a ,more
thorough understanding of the operation of economic logic
upon newsmaking can be attained.
The instrumentalist approach emphasizes the concept
of action and power of the owner. The simple variants of
instrumentalist focus on one-to-one relation between
individual capitalists and particular newspapers or press
groups (Murdock, 1980, p.43). A more sophisticated
version departs from examining how proprietors and
advertisers seek to rinfluence particuar paper and
concentrate on how all media as a whole reflect and
represent the general interests of the capitalist class
(Murdock, 1980,p.45). But there is always a danger of
turning into a 'conspiracy theory' as individual
capitalists often purposively manipulate media messages.
On the other hand, the structuralist approach
emphasizes the dynamics of the capitalist market mechanism
which imposes limits on the choices and actions of press
proprietors and personnel, disregarding whatever their
social origin, connections.or personal beliefs may be. As
Westergaard has suggested, the character of media
dependence on capital is more a logic of inertia than
subjection to active manipulations (Westergaard,
1977,p.102). From the structuralist point of view,
direct intervention by owners is not ruled out but is
seen as symtomatic of a breakdown or interruption in the
normal working of the system and not as the dominant mode
through which class power is exercised and made effective
(Murdock, 1980,p.57). The dominant position of the owners
is maintained by the practices derived from the implicit
economic logic of capitalism and not by active
intervention. Thus, one can conclude that the
structuralist notion of control is subtle, implicit, and
normal compared with the relative deliberate, explicit,
and conspiratory notion of control of the instrumentalist
approach.
After examining the relative strengths and weaknesses
of the two approaches, Murdock succeeds to show that they
aie complementary rather than incompatible explanations to
news making activities. He retains in the one hand that
press proprietors or owners do have final say in what to
publish but this kind of intervention is rare. Only when
their own interests are endangered will they exercise
their power. In most cases they will leave up to the
practitioners to decide what to do. Under such
circumstances, the structuralist approach which pinpoints
the range of options open to the press proprietors and
practitioners in making decisions provide the useful
explanation.
Profit maximising imperative, the iron law of
capitalism, and the competitive mechanism forces the media
to maximize audience. To attract audience with
heterogeneous backgrounds, the media thus present fewer
political stories and more human interest items and more
attention is given to areas such as fashion, holidays and
entertainment (Murdoch, 1981, p.220). Event-oriented
reporting, government news service and public relation
press releases serve as other means of control on the news
making process. Indepth reporting is discouraged for its
expensiveness. Routinization of news source, a demand for
the effective functioning of the institution, is bias to
the established interest and this guarantees reproduction
of the status quo. These structural conditions frame the
possible modes of news gathering and presentation in a way
favourable to the established power.
Murdock points out that the two approaches are
complementary rather than competitive explanations to news
production. The instrumentalist approach can better
explain the power of the owners especially in critical
moment while the structuralist approach indicates how
capitalist logic of production shapes .journalistic
practices and news. But Murdock tends to link the
structural constraints of capitalist economy directly with
the output without regard to the news organization as the
mediated level. News, like many other products, are
produced by large organizations which compose of different
strata and roles. News 1ms to go through a wholelot of
decision processes before it goes to print. Structural
settings of capitalist mode of production works through
the organization as well as the people working in the
organization. The organizational practices and set-ups
which shaped by capitalist economic logic (but not
totally) is one major arena to look at in any cultural
production no matter news or not. It will be risky to
infer directly from the output about the locus of control
or to deduce from the capitalist logic of what the output
should look like.
Though Murdoch's framework does succeed ho synthesize
the two approaches and gives a more thorough explanation
in news production, he may have jumped too far as he
conducts no detailed studies about organizational
practices and features. The relationship between
stuctural settings of capitalist mode of production and
organizational routines and practices is missing in his
framework. Moreover, the link between organization and
output, organization and practitioners as well as
practitioners with output remains ambiquous. All these
are necessary portions for a detail framework for the
study of any media output and ignoring any one of them
will weaken the explanatory power of any framework.
Murdoch's framework contributes a great deal to
supply an overview on how capitalist logic of production
imprint upon the news production process. However, the
link between different sector is either missing or not
well-laid especially for the relationship between
structural settings and organisational practices. Studies
by other scholars such as Herbert Gans and Gaye Tuchman do
focus on the organizational arena but they draw no
reference to the structural settings of capitalist
economy. To fill such gap, one has to examine in greater
detail how capitalist logic shapes organizational
practices and routines in cultural industry. This study
can be viewed as one step to enrich the framework of
Murdoch by examining how capitalist logic of production
shapes the practices and routines of publishing houses
with special reference to the development of monopolistic
capitalism.
3- 5 S tudies on the Produc tion of Popular Books
Only very few books or articles have been written on
the popular book industry. Most of them discuss the book
publishing industry in general and give only one or two
chapters on popular books. Worst of all, seldom do they
realize or study the determinancy of the material base
upon the industry. Among the few studies of pertinence,
the book by Lewis Coser et al (1983) stands out.
In their Book Industry: Commerce and Culture, Coser
et al suggest that cottage and corporate features exist
side by side in the book industry. That is, there always
exist a large number of small-size or even one-man
publishers even though large publishers are already
dominating the market.• They have also observed that the
transformation of publishing house from craft to corporate
involves four features (Coser et al, 1983, p.179):
1. A publishing house expands and operates several
distinct divisions.
2. Establish financial accountability and performance
goals for the firm's editors.
3. Go public.
4. Acquire other publishing houses.
This transformation brings a lot of changes to a
publishing house. Firstly, publishers begin to evaluate
their departments according to their performance, i.e. the
editors are increasingly judged by their financial showing
(Coser et al, 1983, p.177). Thus, the editors must have
certain business sense if they are to survive.
Secondly, the company is now concerned not about what
a book says but about, how much money it can make. Money
making is the rule.
Most important of all, conglomerate ownership begins
to take shape in the book industry. These congloemrates
can absorb losses that would assume the entire capital of
a small rival and they can outbid, outspend, or outlose
the small ones (Coser et al 1983, p.183). Besides
affecting the market, conglomerate ownership also exerts
influence on the publishing house. It defines the limits
of appropiate and acceptable behavior as well as sets
priorities that unobtrusively shape the behavior of the
staffs (Coser et al, 1983, p.183). Bureaucratic division
of labor is established to effectively moniter the
business and working procedures.
Their analysis also shows that unobtrusive control is
more important than obtrusive ones unless the parent
company is a book publisher. Through setting premises and
editorial policies, the parent company can keep the
publishing house on track.
Despite these changes, the market remains fragile and
volatile. No one, not even the conglomerate publishers,
can regularly predict in advance of publication which
particular book will sell (Coser et al, 1983, p.368).
They have to make selections that reflect the needs of the
marketplace. To reduce uncertainty, they concentrate on
sure-fire blockbusters, through large-scale promotion
campaigns, or through control over distribution (Coser et
al, 1983, p.7). Editors begin to wait until a writer is
noticed by other media rather than to search for new
writers (Coser et al, 1983, p.369). This may also help to
reduce uncertainty.
The findings of Coser et al indirectly reflect that
the profit making imperative is becoming more and more
penetrative in the popular books publishing industry. Even
editors now must possess some business sense. The
encroachment of conglomerates on the market intensifies
this tendency. The analysis of the organizational context
for book publishing by Coser et al., though failing to
link it with the production of popular books, does provide
valuable guidelines in nvestigating the situation in Hong
Kong.
Chapter 4
MEDIA CONGLOMERATION IN HONG KONG
The tendency toward conglomeration in business is
nothing new, in Hong Kong as well as in other parts of the
world. In Hong Kong, the famous Hutchison Whompoa,
Jardine Matheuson, Swire or Kowloon Wharf are all giants
with interests in different sectors encompassing container
transport, aircraft building, hotel management to
supermarket, drugstores and watertours. In the United
States, ATT, IBM or City Bank Corp. are well known for
their broad business chains from hi-tech, oil refining to
insurance, computers,...etc.
The momentum of conglomeration in the communication
industry is no exception. It has swept the media industry
since 1960s. As Murdoch and Golding suggest, the media
companies are locked into the wider economic situation,
firstly through reciprocal investments and shareholdings,
and interlocking directorships with other large industrial
concerns, and secondly through advertising (Murdoch and
Golding, 1974, p.206). This chapter will examine media
conglomeration in two advanced capitalist countries, the
United Kingdom and the United States, and that in Hong
Kong with a specific attention to the emerging
conglomeration of popular books publishing.
4.1 Media Conglomeration in the advanced capitalist
countries: United Kingdom and the United States
In Britain, for example, 75 per cent of the
newspapers are controlled by the three leading media
tycoons: Maxwell, Murdoch and Matthews (Curran and Seaton,
1985, p.93). In addition, they all have extensive
interests in other media. For example, Maxwell's Pergamon
group controls not only Mirror newspapers but also a major
share of Central TV, a new cable TV enterprise, Selec TV,
as well as major journal, book publishing and computer
software companies. The Cowdray family's Pearson group
controls Penguin and Longman books, a large share of
Yorkshire TV, part of a major cable TV consortium, the
film company Goldcrest, and the largest local weekly
group, Westminster Press. Murdoch's News Corporation
controls not only the largest circulation daily and Sunday
newspaper in Britain but also part of London Weekend TV,
the new cable TV enterprise, Sky Channel, and a large
share of the book publishers, CollinsFontana (Curran and
Seaton, 1985, p.100).
Between 1969 and 1984, six multi-national
conglomerates- Reed, Trafalgar House, Lonrho, Pergamon,
Pearson and Mews International- bought more than 200
newspapers and magazines with an aggregate circulation of
over 44 million (Curran and Seaton, 1985, p.94). Taking
Pergamon Ltd as an example (owned by Maxwell), the
corporation is now controlling Daily Mirror. Sunday
Mirror, Sunday People, Daily Record, Sunday Mail. Central
Independent TV, Rediffusion Cablevision, Pergamon Press,
International Learning Systems, British Printing and
Communications Corporation in Britain (Curran and Seaton,
1985, p.95).
The United States witnesses the same trend.
Newspaper consolidations and groups have been recognized
by many historians as one of the features of Ameican press
in the 20th century. Starting from early years in this
century, newspaper chains have been developing at a high
speed (Mott, 1956). One city one newspaper became
prevalent. According to Christopher Sterling, monopoly
trends within and between markets became increasingly
pronounced in the industry (Sterling, 1975, p.256). Chen
Ngo has found that even the number of newspaper chains are
decreasing, although their influence and total circulation
have increased since 1981. Merges and amalgamation of
chains reduced the number of newspaper groups from 169 in
1978 to 149 in 1984. These 149 groups control 69 jer cent
of the dailies in US (Chen, 1984, p.157).
Compaine identifies 58 firms in his studies about the
concentration of ownership in the mass communication
industry as dominating in communication industries. Of
these, 11 are dominant in newspapers, 16 in broadcasting,
16 in magazines, 14 in book publishing, 9 in cable and 10
in motion picture distribution (Compaine, 1979, p.327).
With a closer look at these firms, Compaine finds that
Times Mirror Company has signficant holdings in
newspapers, magazines, cable and book publishing, and a
minor interest in broadcasting. Three firms have dominant
position in three different media: Cox enterprises (which
sold its broadcast and cable properties to General
Electric pending in 1979), CBS Inc. and Time
Inc.(Compaine, 1979, p.327). These media conglomerates
occupy significant share in major media markets and yet
they are still expanding. Vincent Mosco, in his analysis
of videotex, suggests that new information technologies
are held firmly in the hands of the large corporations
such as ATT (American Telephone and Telegraph), RCA...,
which are already dominant in one media or another (Mosco,
1982). That means new media technology opens up new
possibilities for diversification and expansion of
established media giants. Following all these analysis,
one can safely conclude that the American media system is
now in the age of conglomeration.
4.2 Media Conglomeration in Hong Kong
But the pace for conglomeration varies from country
to country as well as from medium to medium. Hong Kong,
compared with the above two countries, is slower in the
conglomeration momentum. There are at present only a few
media conglomerates— the Hong Kong Television Broadcasts
Ltd.(HK-TVB), Sing Tao Group, South China Morning Post
(SCMP), Jademan Institution, Hong Kong Daily News Group,
and the Ming Pao Group. In general, their influence is
less penetrative than their foreign counterparts except
that HK-TVB is regarded as the most powerful media giant.
HK-TVB, an empire which develops around Television
Broadcasts Ltd (TVB), is the most penetrative and powerful
medium in Hong Kong. Reaching almost 3 million audience
everyday, it has diversified into other entertainment
businesses (Table 4.1). A total of 22 subsidiaries are
set up and 18 of them engage in media-related business
including publishing, records, magazine, video-tape,
animation, etc. TV Week Ltd is prominent in TVFilm
magazine while Publications (Holdings) Ltd. is a small
giant in popular books publishing. Capital Artists Ltd.
is getting a larger and larger market share in records and
cassettes. Its linkage with TVB gives it advantages in
promoting singers as well as their songs. Many famous
singers like Anita Mui and Leslie Cheung belong to this
company. In the VCR market overseas, TVB International,
the agent of TVB's drama and soap opera, enjoys
popularity. Together with other subsidiaries, HK-TVB is
indeed the most powerful media empire in Hong Kong.
The turnover of HK-TVB doubles in five years from
$433 million in 1981 to $928 million in 1985. and its
profit also increases from $100 million to $232 million.
Among all subsidiaries, television broadcasts remain the
largest source of income which provides 69 per cent of the
company's net profit in 1985. But its relative importance
is decreasing as figures show that, television broadcasts
generate 82 per cent of the net profit in 1982. Publishing
and printing are the little brothers in the conglomerate
which provide no more than 4 per cent of the net profit
since the company goes public. In 1985, this sector shares
about 2 per cent of the company's net profit, which is
about 4.6 million.
Besides HK-TVB, Sing Tao Group and South China
Morning Post also have wide interest in several
communication industries especially in publishing and
printing. There are altogether 22 subsidiaries and five
associates in the Sing Tao Group and 11 of them engage in
printing, publishing, newspaper or related industries. In
these few years, Sing Tao has been developing into a more
diversified enterprise with interest also in real estates,
travel services (Vila Verde Travel Services Ltd). While
for South China Morning Post, the expansion track is still
on publishing, printing and bookstores. Its subsidiaries
include Far Eastern Economic Review Limited, Filmset
Limited, Lever Printing Factory Limited, Panasia Book
Distributors Limited, Yee Tin Tong Printing Press Limited.
All the three companies discussed above are publicly
listed, having greater capacity to raise capital for
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Table 4.1 Subsidiaries of HK-TVB (From tho Annual Report
of HK-TVB 1986)
further expansion. They can issue shares to generate
capital whether to expand in the communication industries
or in other spheres.
The Hong Kong Daily News Group owns Hong Kong Daily
News, Hong Kong Pictorial News, Hong Kong Evening Post,
Sino-American Daily News, Universal Publisher, Hong Kong
Film Company, Hong Kong Art Printing Company and Omi
Medicine Manufacturing Ltd.. It is also a prominent
conglomerate especially in the press and the magazine
market. The Ming Pao Group (including Ming Pao. Ming Pao
Wan Po, Ming Pao Weekly, Ming Pao Monthly, Ming Pao TV,
Ming Window Publishing Company) also may prosper to become
another media giant competing with other conglomerates in
various media markets.
One should not overlook the importance of Jademan
Institution. It was originally a company concentrating on
kung-fu comics strips such as Dragon Tiger Gang, Chinese
Hero,...etc. The prosperity of the comic strips market
enables the company to diversify into other cultural
ventures such as Yuk Long TV, Fresh Weekly and also
newspapers (75 per cent of Tin Tin Daily News). The
acquisition of two magazines, Fresh Weekly and Young
Generation costs about $34 million, and a riewspapei
company group, Tin Tin Publications, for $77 million.
Jademan also purchased the News Building in North Point
for $70 million. According to Mr. Tony Wong, Chairman of
Jademan Institution, Jademan will consider acquisition of
other publications. Tony Wong started his Financial Times
in October 1987. But it had suffered heavy losses and was
finally closed in January 1988. Moreover, the stockmarket
crash in October 1987 dealt a big blow to the development
of Jademan as Tony Wong himself was deeply involved in
stock business. These two setbacks will more or less
hinder the development of Jademan to become another media
empire.
But it is no wonder that Jademan Institution will
continue to diversify into other print media since it
enjoys comparative advantages in these industries such as
possession of printing machine, more skilled staff (in the
operative level like typesetting, editing, art work) and
better knowledge about thqaudience of the print media.
It seems likely that the next step for the company will be
popular book publishing. It so far publishes only one book
(ghost stories) but the columns in the weeklies and
newspapers will be rich resources for books.
Past experience may promp one to assume that the
influence of conglomerates differs among different media.
For those media which require intensive capital
investments and technology the input will have a faster
pace. This trend is easily recognized whether by inference
or empirical reference. Only huge capital has the
capacity to run such business and it is only natural that
these capitals come from established business interests.
Moreover, the huge capital involved will undermine the
possibility for small new comers. A monopolistic market
structure will thus germinate. That helps to explain why
media conglomerates are more influential and obvious in
these capital intensive media, especially the broadcasting
media.
The encroachment of radio tycoons such as RCA CBS
on the new-born medium, television, is a good example. New
communication technologies such as satellite and cable TV
are other good examples. HK-TVB, Shaw Brothers and Golden
Harvest are attempting significant stakes in the cable
television in Hong Kong. In these arenas, the pace of
media conglomeration may be even faster.
4-3 Local Newspaper Industry- Moving towards
Conglomeration
But for the print media, the dominance of
conglomerate is less imminent. It is especially true for
the Chinese daily market. There are at present more than
20 newspapers (excluding those horse-racing tips dailies
or pictorials) published everyday. The dominating ones
are mainly independent newspapers such as Oriental Daily
News, Sing Pao, U.K. Daily News, Ming Pao and Tin Tin
Daily News. They jointly constitute three fourth of the
total circulation. Among them, Oriental Daily News and
Sing Fao are the best sellers and yet they concentrate
only on newspaper publishing and do not engage in other
cultural production businesses.
The highly competitive market can be explained only
by pinpointing the special circumstances facing Hong Kong.
Confrontation between the Kuomintang (KMT) and the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) has remained important in local
politics since 1949. Leftist and rightist voices have to
establish their own offensives in newspapers. Ihis
explains why there are altogether 5 leftist newspapers (Ta
Kung Pao, Wen Wei Pao, Tien Fung Yih Pao, H.K. Commerical
Da_i_ly, New Evening Post) and at least one pro-Taiwan (LL.K_-
Times) newspaper. Although these newspapers operate at
loss, they are an important portion in the Chinese daily
market.
Moreover, the set-up cost was low in the 50's and
60's, enabling both intellectuals or businessmen to start
a newspaper. Operative cost is also suppressed as the
salary of reporting and, editorial staff remains low.
Thus, there are more chances for them to survive or even
develop. The success of Ming Pao and Oriental Daily are
typical examples. Both newspapers started as mosquito
newspapers. They gathered more and more readers not by
selling news or editorials but by providing horse-racing
tips, sports, entertainment news and Chinese kung fu
series to the audience. Even now, some newspapers are
popular only for their gossip columns, horse-racing tips
or serial novels, and not for news. This keeps down the
operative cost for the newspapers as they do not need to
invest much money in improving the quality of their news
stories.
Established newspapers like Sing Tao Yih Bao, Wah Kiu
Yat Po or Sing Pao have already obtained relatively stable
readership and advertising revenue despite challenges from
newcomers. As long as they still make a profit, theie
would be no reason for them to close down.
Different dailies have different ways to survive,
explaining why there are so many newspapers in the market
despite the dominance of a few leading ones. Yet, this
fastion of free competition is being gradually eroded.
It's getting more and more difficult to enter the market
since the set up cost and operative cost rocketed. The
fierce competition among newspapers also facilitates the
collapse of some dailies. The closure of Central Daily,
Kung Sheung Daily, and Wah Kiu Man Pao are good examples.
As the great number of newspapers in the market has
made it too risky to start a new daily, communication
conglomerates which took shape in the late 70's are not
keen on launching new dailies. Instead, they buy the
shares of a existing newspaper which can guarantee at
least a bulk of readers. The acquisition of Tin Tin Daily
News is a good example.
The highly competitive Chinese daily newspaper
market, however, must not mislead one to assume that this
'miracle' will work forever. The fierce competition in
the market may steadily eliminate the number of
newspapers. The leftist group lias begun to give moie
consideration of the profitability of its newspapers,
creating a chance for the invisible hand to sort out
those unfit ones. These tendencies may result in a more
oligopolistic market structure.
Though the Chinese daily market remains competitive
with a lot of independent newspapers, one should not
overlook the tendency for those successful newspapers to
develop into other media industries especially those
related with printing or publishing. Ming Pao Group, H.K.
Daily News Group, Sing Tao and South China Morning Post
all maintain wide range, of interests in publishing and
printing. Their respective subsidiaries, Ming Window
Publishing Company, Universal Press and Star International
Publications Ltd., have all gone into magazine and popular
books publishing.
4- 4 The Pace of Conglomeration in Popular Books Publishing
The pace of conglomeration in popular books
publishing is among the slowest in the cultural industry.
As Coser et al suggest, cottage and corporate features
exist side by side in book publishing (Loser et al, 1983,
p.179). One-manone-book publisher, not rare in the
industry even in the United States, is even more obvious
in Hong Kong. There is no bar for new entry. According
to the estimates of Mr. Shen Bun-ying of the Lee Tung
Book Distribution Company Ltd., there are more than 300
book publishers in Hong Kong (including government
publishers). They cover a wide range of subjects from
textbooks, dictionaries, reference books, popular
fictions, academic books,...etc.
Not all these 300 publishers are involved in the
business of popular books. But, the exact number of
companies concentrates in this segment is difficult to
ascertain as there are always newcomers and losers in the
market.
On the other hand, the sale volumes of books are kept
as commercial secret and it is difficult to determine
which company has enjoyed a bigger market share. It is,
however, not so difficult to identify those who are more
influential. The TV service centres in the Mass Transit
Railway (MTR) station display books from only a few
publishers namely the Publications (Holdings) Ltd., Cosmo
Books Company Ltd., Universal Press, The Affairs Weekly
Publishing Company, Li Man Publishing Company and a
handful of other publishers. But the six mentioned occupy
more than 90% of the space available. As the TV service
centres display books according to the estimated market
potential. This indicator will thus give us hints about
the influence of different publishers in the market. The
six publishers mentioned can be regarded as the market
leaders.
As discussed before, some Chinese dailies have
succeeded in diversifying their businesses into other
print-related areas. Popular books publishing is one of
them. Besides comparative advantages in printing
capacity, skilled staff (desk-editing), established
distribution network and more understanding of audience
interests, these dailies popular daily columns which
supply them with abundant materials as well as well-known
authors to run such business. These known writers mean
less risk and better guarantee in sales. From the
newspapers' standpoint, it will be wasteful to let these
materials evaporate after being printed in the newspapers.
That's why Ming Pao and Hong Kong Daily News have
developed their own respective publishing house and turned
them into two of the most important book publishing
companies in Hong Kong.
The Affairs Weekly and City Weekly Publishing Company
are created by their parent magazine for the same reason.
The columns in their magazine supply popular manuscripts
from recognized authors (to the mass audience) who are
either famous columnists or filmTV stars.
It seems just natural that the established newspapers
and magazines will be in the book publishing industry. But
for Publications (Holdings) Ltd.(PHL), a subsidiary of HK-
TVB, the situation is different.
It's true that a few TV series are written into
books, but the number remains small. Publications
(Holdings) Ltd., with only limited support from the parent
company in manuscript supply, has to seek outside writers
who are mainly columnists of major newspapers. James Wong
and Ernice Y.N. Lam are typical examples. But it will be
difficult to rely on such sources as many other companies
also compete for manuscripts from these authors. Some
newspapers (Ming Pao) even forbid their columnists from
writing for other publishing companies. PHL has to
develop new pools of writers so as to overcome the problem
of insufficient text supply. At this point, the fame of
HK-TVB gives them some advantages. As Mr. Kwan Wing-kei
points out, this background strengthens the confidence of
the authors and they are thus more willing to send their
texts to the company. Furthermore, it is the only
publisher which puts wp advertising on TV and readers will
attend more to its products. Even with these advantages,
the company still faces tough competition from
counterparts from the press empires.
Some independent publishers remain influential
despite the expansion of conglomerates. Cosmo Books
Company, a publisher without support from any media,
enjoys popularity in the market especially with the help
of the famous romance novelist, Yi Shue. Li Man
Publishing Company, Starlite Book Company, Hong Kong
Publishing Company, Mountain Side Publishing Company are
other important independent publishers with some share in
the market. It is at present not very suitable to label
the industry as dominated by conglomerates. However, the
tendency is that media giants developed around the press
are encroaching the market. Jademan Institution, Sing Tao
(Star International Publications Ltd.) are now moving in
the market. It will also be highly probable for Oriental
Daily News to enter the industry when it becomes a
publicly listed company as it searches for more profits
and diversification will help generate new sources of
profit. Independent publishers will find it more and moie
difficult to get manuscripts from recognized authors or
they have to pay much higher royalties to the authors.
This will enhance business risk and reduce profitability.
They will slowly pass away.
The above analysis shows that the industry, though
open for new comers (set up cost operative cost remains
low), is gathering its conglomeration momentum.
Conglomerates that have developed around newspapers or
magazines will become more and more important.
Chapter 5
CAPITALISTIC ECONOMIC LOGIC AND ORGANIZATIONAh
LOGIC: THE! CASE OF POPULAR BOOKS INDUSTRY
Chapter Four has discussed in detail the
conglomeration momentum in Hong Kong's media industry. It
clearly indicates that monopolistic capitalism is
beginning to sweep through the media industry. Popular
books publishing is now undergoing the change. But as have
discussed in the introductory chapter, conglomeration does
not alter the basic logic of capitalism such as the
profit-maximizing principle and these logics remain
effective in shaping practices and routines of publishing
companies. They affect both conglomerate and non-
conglomerate publishers. This chapter will deal mainly
with the production logic of publishing companies under
the capitalist economic logic, which includes the common
organizational practices, routines, policies as well as
the competitive arena with other leisure industry. The
specific effect of conglomeration upon popular books
publishing will be examined in the next chapter.
5.1 Popular Book Publishing as Leisure Industry
Popular books industry, like many other media
industries such as television or film, is part of the
leisure industry in which there are many competing
alternatives. They have to compete for the audience's
leisure time, interest, and money. People may choose
among different leisure activities such as watching a
film, go fishing, going to a concert or reading a romance
story.
The term leisure industry and the context of book
reading prescribe the industry as serving this function.
This does not preclude the possibilities of other funcions
such as providing information and education, but providing
entertainment remains overwhelming.
Popular books publishers have to compete not only
directly with counterpart publishers but also indirectly
with other media producers in other leisure industry.
Managers or chief editors have to attract readers to pick
up a book to read instead of going to cinema or concert
when audiences have time. As a result, they have to
appeal to the specific merits or advantages books possess.
On the other hand, managers must keep in touch with the
everchanging media atmosphere which hints audience
interests. In other words, popular books will be
conditioned to follow what is popular in other media
industries. This effect will be dealt with in detail in
later sections.
To survive, every leisure industry possesses its own
characteristics and functions that serve particular human
needs. Fishing will help to satisfy personal integrative
needs and the need of escape. Though all these industries
are in general keen competitiors, they retain their
uniqueness which may be irreplaceable by other leisure
activities. This enables them to get a share of audience's
attention and leisure time. If not, this particular
industry wil be extinguished.
Reading popular books, according to uses and
gratifications analysis, serves mainly the personal
integrative needs and the need of escape. It helps the
audience to retreat from actual and routine life and
escape from real life pressure. Serious reading, on the
other hand, is widely recognized as a means to satisfy the
cognitive needs by supplying information and knowledges.
In order to get the details of a certain problem, people
certainly go to books. Moreover, readers can reinforce
their own values and norms through identifying or
disagreeing with the characters in the fiction. The
audiences can reinforce thus their own egos (Katz et al,
1973; Katz, Blumer Gurvietch, 1974). These analyses,
though not very comprehensive and substantiate, are
valuable references for our understanding of the
competitive environment facing popular books industry as
well as how this environment affects the final output.
Book reading enjoys two more advantages: portability
and privacy. Book reading, like fishing, is a highly
private leisure activity that no others can interrupt.
This function is irreplaceable by other media and is
especially true for those introvert people. We can even
say that everyone needs some sorts of private space
somewhere, somehow. Pillow books and bedroom books are
typical examples for satisfying such needs.
The portability of books enables them to compete with
other portable media to accompany audience on their
journey, long or short. It is very popular that many
people will carry a romance or adventure story with them
during air travel or a long journey. The convenience of
Mass Transit. Railway (MTR) and electrified train creates
new contexts for book reading. The relatively more stable
journey makes book reading possible. Moreover, the dark
tunnel journey is boring to passengers, who will naturally
seek something to do. Newspaper, magazine and book reading
may be the best choice. With the fast development of TV
service centres (displaying lots of books, periodicals and
newspapers) at train and MTR stations, people gain access
to books easily. One thus will find more people reading
popular fiction or literature in MTR or train
compartments. Of course, books have to compete with
newspapers, magazines and comic strips to fill this empty
space but the new contexts generates huge potentials for
the industry.
As the industry has to compete with other leisure
industries, it can not go astray too far. That is, popular
books have to keep pace with the content, style and format
of other leisure activities including media products so
that the audience will not find them absurd and
unacceptable. The popularity of Cantonese slangs,
rather than use of pure Chinese Mandarin, in scripts can
be viewed as the outcome of the fierce competition
confronting popular books publishing. Books have to pick
up the dialect of the other media. Moreover, this
competitive environment conditions in general the output
of publishing companies so that the books produced will
not go against the dominant cultural pattern. To keep
pace with audience's taste, publishing companies have to
watch closely what is going on in other media. To compete
with popular serials in the newspapers, publishers are
producing more short novels, no matter romances or
adventures. This competitiveness acts as an important
gatekeeping mechanism which forbid publishers from
becoming critical or revoluionary in the long run. As Mr.
Fong Leung-chu, manager of Ming Window Publishing Company
has emphasized, popular books industry gets the feedbacks
only from the market and one must minimize the chances of
failure by improving other sectors such as to look for
what is going on in other media industry.
Yet, there is always room for alternative interests
or critical voices in the book publishing industry as
publishers have to seek new titles and contents to
maintain their competitiveness. The book written by Chow
Shiu Cheung on alternative lifestyle is one typical
example. The book is critical but its impact is soon
overwhelmed by the adventures of Wei Sze Lee and other
ghost stories.•'
David Morley has suggested that TV has to be
understood in the context of the other competing and
complementary leisure activities (Morley, 1986, p.15).
Popular books should be viewed in the same perspective.
Competition is but one dimension of the relation between
books and other leisure activities. There exists also a
complementary relationship between them, especially in
manuscripts supply. Many published books are from
newspaper columns, TV dramas or popular radio programmes
like Tell All Your Heart's Desire. This can be accounted
for in two aspects. Firstly, they are abundant in supply
and it is only natural for the chief editors to select
them. These large bulks of columns, serials, soap operas
and radio programmes provide a large variety of
manuscripts which will suit publishers with different
preferences. Secondly, they are already popular materials
among the audience and thus are less risky in publishing
them. This explains why media materials are the most
important source for manuscripts. In this sense, other
media industries act as complements to popular books
publishing.
5•2 An Overview of the Industry
The production of popular books usually starts with
an idea initiated by the publishing manager that certain
books may be profitable. In some companies, this decision
will be made at a business meeting of staffs from
marketing, circulation, production, and account
departments. Then, the publishing manager or the chief
editor will search for texts or manuscripts that suit the
idea. The written texts will soon be handed over to the
responsible editorsub-editor.
The present analysis of popular books production will
begin with an overview of the physical set-up of the
publishing companies as well as the characteristics of the
practitioners. The former provides insight on the
structure of the organization in which decisions are made
and highlights the locus of production and the arena which
different 'actors' interact. The practitioners feature
gives us a picture of who is making the decisions and who
exercises them. These serve as important backgrounds for
later discussions on how different forces jointly shape
popular books. Finally, the sub-editing process will be
briefly summarized to illustrate the production process in
greater detail.
5.2.1 The Structure of a Publishing Company
Structure here means the organization structure of a
publishing company. Instead of constructing an ideal model
for a publishing house, we will select a sample publishing
company, Publications (Holdings) Ltd., from among the
seven selected companies as a basis for the discussion.
Publications (Holdings) Ltd. (PHL) is chosen because it
has a more differentiated and stratified company structure
while other publishers are more or less its simplier
version. So, PHL serves as a better model for
illustration purposes (Chart 5.1).
For Publications (Holdings) Ltd., the publishing
manager concentrates more on the general strategy of the
company and is business-oriented. The chief editor
concentrates more on the editorial affairs including
searching for manuscript and supervising the work of
editorial staff. The executive editor's work is similar
to a sub-editor's and both have to engage in desk-editing
work. But the executive editor are also slightly engaged
in some policy making or idea initiating work. According
to Mr. Leung Ka Kei, executive editor of PHL, his post is
seen as a stepping stone for higher management work.
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Chart 5.3. The Structure of Publications (Holdings) Ltd.
For other interviewed publishing companies, the chief
editormanger has to take care of both the editorial and
business affairs. Editors or sub-editors, especially
senior ones, may sometimes aid in initiating new ideas and
plans. Mr. Choi Dun-chi from Ming Window said that he
himself initiates the Mainland Series and is responsible
for its production and publishing. The editors in these
publishing companies will have greater autonomy in
managing the text.
5.2.2 An Overview of the Practitioners
Within a publishing company, two major types of
practitioners can be differentiated: the allocative and
the operative personnels. The former type includes those
who participate in initiating and determining product
policies and new product lines. In this study, it
includes the chief editor as well as the publishing
manager. The latter is composed of practitioners who
mainly execute the policies or decisions laid down by
allocative personnels such as the executive editor and
sub-editoreditor.
1. Allocative Personnel: Among the eight allocative
personnels in the seven publishing companies, four of them
are university post—secondary school graudates or above
while the other four are secondary school graduates. Most
of them have had extensive media experience before they
become chief editorpublishing manager. Mr. Chan Chung
Ling of Cosmo Books Company Ltd. is a typical example.
Before he came to Hong Kong, he had worked as a sub-editor
in Shanghai Bookstore. After he came to Hong Kong, he had
worked for different newspapers, magazines and book
companies including Ta Kong Pao (international news
editor), Wide Angle (proof-reader), Cosmo Books Company
Ltd. (Circulation, editor), The Seventies (editor), Cosmo
Books Company Ltd. (chief editor).
Miss Wong Yee-man of Star International Publications
Ltd. (SIP) also has extensive media experience. She once
worked as an editor for a women's magazine and then for a
TV magazine for four years.
Mr. Chan Ho-yan, publisher of The Affairs
Publications Ltd. (TAP) had worked as advertising
copywriter, newspaper editor, translator and book editor
before he assumed the present position.
These experiences enable them to develop contact with
writers and people with different backgrounds. This is a
very important quality for managers or chief editois
because they have bo seek suitable writers to actualize
their ideas. Moreover, they are familiar with the media
environment and keep an eye on the changes of popular
culture. As popular books are part of the leisure
industry in competition with other leisure industries in
which media industries are a part, these people's
extensive media experiences will further strengthen the
tendency that popular books will adhere to the content,
style and format of the dominant popular culture in mass
media. Their background directs them to look more at the
media in determining materials for books.
2. Operative personnels: Of the 22 sub-editors in the
seven publishing companies, only three are university
graduates and the rest are secondary school graduates.
Only four of them have experience in the media before
working as a book editor. Among the seven sub-editors
interviewed, only two of them have worked as newspaper
editor, magazine editor or proof-reader. While the rest





Cosmo Books Company Ltd.
Li Man Publishing Company Ltd.
Ming Window Publishing Company Ltd.
Universal Press
Star Internatinal Publications Ltd.








Table 5.1 Number of sub-editors in 7 selected
publishing companies
5.2.3 The Sub-editing Process
A trivial but comprehensive sub-editing process will
then begin. According to Mr. Choi Dun-chi, editor of Ming
Window Publishing Company, the process1 includes:
1. Intensive reading of the manuscript (polishing or
rearrangement of the text will be done if necessary)
2. Dividing the manuscript into chapters, sections.
3. Making headlinessub-headings, inserting pictures
or other graphic works.
4. Typesetting.
5. Proof-reading (2 to 3 times).
6. Preparation of the final copy (blue print).
7. Film copy from the printing company.
8. Printing.
The process is more or less the same across
companies, according to the response of the editors of the
seven publishing companies. Publications (Holdings) Ltd.
is more concerned about the cover design and the title of
a book. Such matters are therefore determined at the bi¬
weekly editorial meeting. This editorial meeting also
exists for the Ming Window Publishing Company and Cosmo
Books Company. This meeting will try to resolve sectional
conflicts, such as those between the art designers and the
editors. For those smaller companies such as The Affairs
Weekly Publications and Li Man publishing company, the
structure is relatively simple. The chief editor will be
the ultimate gatekeeper and has final say for the cover
design and the title.
Then, the book will go to the printer and the
responsible editor will begin to prepare for promotions,
advertisements, and editor's word in the back page. For
PHL, this job includes writing promotions for TV
commercials for the books. Finally, the book will be sent
to the distributors and, through their own channels, the
book will be displayed at its TV Service Centres,
bookstores, drug stores, supermarkets, department stores,
and newsstands.
In fact, at the end of each year, a review will be
made upon the product and business of the company to see
if there are any unexplored market potentials. The general
product line for the following year will also be drafted
at this meeting, according to Mr. Lee Kwok-wei, chief
editor of PHL. This product line will guide the chief
editor or publishing manager in his search for suitable
texts. All staffs will attend this meeting and contribute
their ideas from the view of an ordinary reader, said Miss
Chan, sub-editor of PHL. This will pool together
responses and opinions from different strata, attempting
to make the company policy more rational and better
recognized by every staff member.
From the above description one can easily draw a
distinction between the allocative personnels and
operative personnels. The former initiate ideas, select
manuscripts and draft overall product policy while the
latter's work begins after the manuscript is available.
That means the publishing manager and chief editor have a
far more important role to play in deciding what books to
produce. Their ideas are then executed by the operative
personnels, a point to be further discussed in the next
section.
- 3 Production Logic Across Organizational Contexts
No matter how different, publishing companies define
their own product line and policies, all of them are
situated in the capitalistic epoch which requires them to
maximize profit and minimize cost. Moreover, each company
has to compete directly with other publishing companies
and indirectly with other leisure industries. These
structural requirements limit the options for the
management. Company set-ups and practices proved
successful and efficient will be adopted by almost every
publishing company so as to maintain each's competitive
capacity. These set-ups and practices constitute the
general production logic for commercial publishing.
The most important rule will be the awareness of
audience interest since companies are to compete for
audience attention and money. To attain this objective
with minimum risks, they rely on newspaper columns as
their manuscript source for the popularity of these
manuscripts will have already been tested or established.
Several practices also evolve to lubricate the production
process and to enhance efficiency such as responsibility
editor system, strong linkage with distributors, regular
operational meetings, the requirements for book editors
and crucial role played by the chief editor.
5.3.1 Awareness of Audience Interests
The first and the most important rule in capitalist
mode of production is the accumulation of capital, in
other words, profit-making. This criterion is no doubt
prevalent in the decision-making process of a publishing
company which is mainly represented by the chief editor.
All editors interviewed said that good books are
books that sell. Mr. Chan Ho-yan of The Affairs Weekly
Publications emphasizes in the interview many times that
in his eyes, only best-sellars are good books. Miss Wong
Yee-man of Star International also stresses that the
industry is a business and should be run as a business
enterprise. Therefore, selected books should be able to
generate profit.?
Mr. Kwan Wing-kei of Publications Holdings Ltd.
points out that profit-making is the company's ultimate
goal for there are no subsidies from any group or from the
government. So he chooses manuscripts that can attract
readers, explaining why books from a few established
wrifors are widely published by different publishing
companies. Ngai Hong is a typical example. His books
have been published by five of the seven publishing
companies studied.
The iron law of profit-making poses a boundary for
the decision-makers. They have to be sensitive of
audience interests. But the industry can afford no
systematic audience research right now and the estimates
of the chief editors become very important.
As audience interests are so fleeting that it is
sometimes difficult even for media specialists to sort
them out. To jump on the band wagon will be a safer tactic
to follow. Mr. Fong Leung-chu of Ming Window suggests,
you can afford only minor mistakes or your career will be
blown. To follow the proven formula of success is better
than any wild guess at audience interests. But Mr. Fong
adds that the accumulated experience of the chief editor
will lessen the chance of fault. With better coordination
in pricing, distribution, promotion, packages, cost
control and design, the risk will also be minmized.
All these reflect that money-making is the
fundamental rule governing the production. In this way,
the manager must be sensitive of audience interests. As
Mr. Kwan Wing-kei of Publications Holdings Ltd. suggests,
personal cultural interests must be differentiated very
clearly from the company's policy. The economic logic is
premier. For commercial publishers, it is easy to
understand this point.
Yet, the economic logic does not create a homogeneous
market. Some publishers like Cosmo Books Company and Ming
Window do have goals and rules other than profit-making.
They publish books that are considered healthy and with
higher cultural value. The Scar Literature of Ming Window
is a good example. But this can also be seen as a
strategy for market segmentation. These publishers aim to
develop their unique selling point. A more or less stable
reader group will guarantee the sales of the company's
output.
Popular books publishing, as part of the leisure
industry subjected to the control of the capitalist logic,
has to bear in mind the interests, preferences and taste
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of the mass audience.
5.3.2 Reliance upon NewspaperMagazine Columns for
Manuscripts
As discussed, most of the published books are
collections of the columns in newspaper or magazines.
This is especially true for publishers developed from
newspapers or magazines. Even those without this linkage,
such as Publications (Holdings) Ltd. and Cosmo Books
Company also rely heavily on this source. The well-
received City Notebook series (about 15 titles) is a
collection of columns from the City Magazine. These
materials have proven its popularity when they are first
published. It is safer to use such materials.
As Miss Wong Yee-man, chief editor of Star
International Publications Ltd. has suggested, publishing
companies have to compete fiercely for manuscripts from
famous columnists such as Ngai Hong, James Wong, Fung Ka,
Eunice Lam,...etc.. Most of their published books are
collections of their writings in newspapers.
There are of course other sources for texts such as
translated works, submissions by new writers, printing
local editions for books from other countries (for
example, Confucian's teaching in Comics from Taiwan).
However, they remain a less important source because of
their uncertainty in marketability. PHL has once
sponsored a writing competition so as to identify new
promising writers. Their writings are compiled into a
book known as Lung Mun Collection. But it was not well-
received and Mr. Kwan, Publishing Manager of PHL, said
this is proved as not a good way to identify promising
authors and manuscripts. As a result, materials from the
mass media remain the common popular pool popular book
publishers whether large or small.
5.3.3 Regular Operational Meetings
Five of the seven selected companies hold such
meetings regularly, once every two weeks or a month. For
Publications (Holdings) Ltd., it holds an editorial
meeting once every two weeks to review the progress of the
works of sub-editors, resolve the conflicts between
departments, and determine the name of the book and the
cover design. Ming Window also holds such biweekly
meetings. For smaller publishing companies, the time span
will be longer, about once a month.
These meetings are important mechanisms to enforce
the control of the allocative personnels on how to present
a book. Though the chief editor or the manager has
already determined on the manuscript, it is the sub-editor
who processes the manuscript and turns it into a book. To
keep the outlook or package coherent with the content and
features of the book, a formal procedure is required for
the chief editor to participate and to be informed. The
editorial meeting is in this sense a very important
mechanism to institutionalize the checks of the chief
editor. The chief editor is comparatively more familiar
with and sensitive to for audience interests. This
mechanism will once again actualize audience interests
even during the desk-editing process.
Besides this function, the meeting implies some sort
of collective decision on the appearence or cover. Many
people have pointed out that book cover is a very
important element to attract readers' attention.
Collective decision will guarantee that personal
preferences or tastes will give way. Miss Chan Man-yee,
sub-editor of Publications (Holdings) Ltd., said they
assess the cover design from an ordinary people's point of
view to reduce the possibility of audience rejection. The
collective decision will thus take better care of the
tastes or preferences of ordinary readers.
For the smooth functioning of the organization, a
formal procedure is necessary to resolve the conflicts
among staffs in different roles and tasks. According to
Mr. Li Kwok-wei, chief editor of Publications (Holdings)
Ltd., the most common conflict arises between the art
designers and sub-editors. Mr. Choi Dun-chi of Ming
Window also reports the same tendency. Designers always
insist on their own layouts while sub-editors will judge
them according to the book content and from the perception
of ordinary readers. Through these meetings, other staffs
can contribute their opinion and help to create some kind
of consensus. On some occasions, the chief editor or
manager has to step in to make the final decision. But no
matter whose idea may eventually prevail, the editorial
meeting provides a formal channel for the staffs to
exchange their views and to generate concensus and
understanding among one another. Finally, the meeting
helps to review the progress of the desk-editing work so
as to keep the production on schedule.
5.3.4 The Responsibility Editor System
The actual editing process is mainly accomplished by
the sub-editor, who is given full responsibility to polish
and edit the text. This responsibility editor system is
adopted by all seven publishers to guarantee the smooth
functioning of company business.
Under this system, every editor is assigned a text
and he is responsible for getting the book available
before deadline. This system will thus make every editor
independent production unit, thus clearly defining an
editor's task and minimizing confusion.
Moreover, the processing work will be more
efficiently accomplished by individuals than by a group
because style of presentation varies among people. It
demands much time to negotiate and compromise, even
language habits or sentence structures. With the regular
operative meetings, personal misjudgment can be minimized.
For efficiency, personal work is thus preferred to group
work.
The system also allows space for personal creativity.
Mr. Leung Ka-kei, executive editor of Publications
(Holdings) Ltd., has proposed that editors be given
autonomy in presenting a book. To effectively present the
text, editors have bo design a good package basing on
their understanding of the text and their aesthetic
rendition. Under this system, the editor has to work on
his own. The system thus provides room for personal
creativity and provides satisfaction for the editors,
according to Mr. Chan Ho-yan of The Affairs Weekly
Publications Company Ltd..
5.3.5 The Crucial Role of The Publishing ManagerChief
Editor
It is these personnels who determine what books
should be produced, when, and how. In some companies,
they also monitor the actual editorial work, extending
their .influence from overall policy making to policy
execution.
Mr. Chan Ilo-yan of The Affairs Weekly Publishing
Company and Miss Wong Yee-man of Star International both
agree that the chief editor is the most important person
in the company who decides on the efficient allocation of
resources. To the conglomerate publishers, the publishing
manager's power is checked by the group manager, as in
Publications (Holdings) Ltd.. But for others, the chief
editor is checked only by the market mechanism or his
performance. His perception of the market and his
definition of the company's policy affects greatly how the
company selects manuscripts to publish. For example, Mr.
Fong Leung-chu, manager of Ming Window Publishing Company
Ltd., said he will locate the company with reference to
the image of the parent company, Ming Pao. The product
line should not damange the company's image and antagonize
Ming Pao's readers, who are mainly middle or upper middle
class people with considerable education. That is why MWP
is more willing to publish works by mainland China writers
such as Chang Xianliang and Liu Binyan.
Mr. Chan Chung-ling of Cosmo Books Company Ltd.
gives a similar description. To him, Cosmo Books Company
aims mainly at relatively young readers and the its
published books should be popular but not low-taste.
According to Mr. Chan Chung-ling, the romance of Yi Shue
or the miscellanea of Yim Ho or Choi Lan can be classified
into this category. The chief editor or the manager's
definition of the image of the company is an important
indicator on what books they select.
This partly explains why different publishers
approach the market differently. One of the key
characteristics in local publishing industry is the
omnipotency of the chief editor. But one should not see
him as a totally independent decision-maker. As have
said, the decision-making process is getting more and more
impersonal because the development of conglomerate
corporate structure has forced the chief editor to defend
his idea at meetings that involve other department staff.
On the other hand, the highly competitive market forces
him to put away personal interests but adhere to market
demand. Mr. Kwan Wing-kei of Publications (Holdings) Ltd.
states that a manager must be able to sweep away his
personal preferences .in making decisions.«
5.3.6 Requirements for a Book Editor
There is more or less general agreement about what a
good editor should be among different practitioners in the
selected publishing companies. High language proficiency,
careful, well-read, wide spectrum of knowledge, keen
interest in reading and certain sense about the market
(audience) are given as the major requirements. Mr. Li
Kwok-wei, chief editor of Publications (Holdings) Ltd.
generalizes these requirements into three kinds of
ability:
1. Ability to foresee problems (legal problem, logical
problem, etc.);
2. Ability to process the text (better headlines,
locating pictures and graphics); and
3. Ability to add life to the text.
These requirements are easy to understand. Without
proficiency in language, an editor can in no way process
the text or add life to it. Rather, he may ruin it. But
as Mr. Fong Leung-chu of Ming Window and Mr. Fung Fung of
Universal Press emphasize, knowledge of the book market is
even more important. In other words, some business sense
is a must for book editors lest his design or package
will not appeal to the readers.
5.3.7 Strong Linkage with Distributors
Sometimes, the book distributors can sentence a book
to death even though it may be well written and have high
market potential. A book will not sell if it is stocked in
the warehouse instead of having them displayed in
bookstores. Without the outlets of the distributors, the
book will have little chance to appear in the market.
Since 1966, book distribution agencies have grown to take
over the task from the publishing company and acted as the
link between publishers and retailors. According to Mr.
Shen, Managing Director of Lee Tung Books Distribution
Company, the cost is much higher if a publishing company
itself has to distribute its own books. With sales
representatives regularly visiting bookstores and other
retailing points, the distributors will have first-hand
information about the market and the audience interest.
They can also detect the differences of audience interests
in different districts. To effectively reach their
audience, the publishers have to rely on these agencies.
There are at least four important distribution
agencies in Hong Kong, namely the Lee Tung Books
Distribution Ltd., Li Yuen Subscription Agency Ltd., Co-
tack Subscription Agency Ltd., Art and Literature Books
Company Ltd.. They have their own retail chains
(accounts). For example, Lee Tung has established a retail
network of over 1,000 retail points including newsstands,
book stores, supermarkets, drugstores, department stores,
and TV Service Centres.
These agencies, despite the profitmaking imperative,
have other considerations when deciding whether a book
will be distributed or not. Mr. Cheung, manager of Li
Yuen, said that books with strong political orientation or
sex and violence elements will not be considered. This
consideration must be accounted for in terms of economic
reasons. Firstly, distributing books with strong
political orientation will give an impression that the
agency has some kind of political affiliation and this
impression may frighten some publishers and retailors
which will in turn affect the business of the company, it
must be avoided. Mr. Shen emphaiszes that bookstores may
have their own stands and cultural preferences as well.
They are not willing to accept books with strong political
affiliation or with heavy sex and violence elements. For
the distributors, they would like to see their goods
acceptable to every retailing point and this forbids them
f mm H i t.ri i fc infi such books.
Occasionally, these agencies may affect the decisions
of a publishing company. They play an important role
especially when the publisher is attempting at a new
product line. As have noted in the above paragraphs,
sales representatives of the distribution agencies are at
the frontline to detect audience interest. Through these
representatives, the agency will have better knowledge
about the market situation. Their suggestions will have
significant reference value for the decision-makers in the
publishing company. Mr. Li Kwok-wei and Mr. Kwan Wing-
kei of Publications (Holdings) Ltd. both point out that
they will consult the opinion of the distribution agency
when they try to identify new product lines. They agree
that this provides important hints for them to make
decisions.
The final decision rests of course on the publishing
company's management. Sometimes, the manager will not
accept the distributors' suggestions. For example, the
City Notebook series is not well received by distributors,
who fear that the readers may have difficulty with its
style, language, values and lifestyles of these books.
Yet, Mr. Li Kwok-wei and Mr. Kwan Wing-kei insist that
the series does reflect the lifestyles and views of city
yuppies and their language (a mix of Chinese and English),
the daily conversation of many Hong Kong people. It turns
out that the series is quite successful.
Whether their suggestions are accepted or not,
distributing agencies remain an important element in the
feedback mechanism for book publishing.
Chapter 6
THE IMPACT OF MEDIA CONGLOMERATION UPON CULTURAL
INDUSTRY: AN ORGANIZATIONAL ANALYSIS
The above chapter has dealt mainly with the general
dynamics in popular books industry within the capitalist
mode of production and the evidence illustrates that
commercial considerations permeate the whole production
process at all levels. The dominance of media materials as
manuscript source indicates part of the fact. These
materials are selected not for their authentic literary
value but for their popularity among the mass. To recruit
editors with certain business sense is another aspect of
the omnipotence of economic dynamic. These dynamics
define the production logic in popular books industry no
matter large or small, conglomerate or independent.
Yet, capitalism is changing its face also. %
Monopolistic capitalism is sweeping from the developed
nations to the developing countries as well as from
material production to consciousness production. Ihe
media industry including popular books industry is
expeiiencing the momentum too. Large media consortiums
are extending their influence from one market to another
and popular books industry is no exception. The
encroachment of media conglomerates brings new practices
and features into the book industry especially in the
organizational structure and practices. These new set-ups
are mostly means to better serve the profit-making motive
and to minimize risks and uncertainties that may endanger
the prosperity of the organization. To examine the
footprint of conglomeration upon the book industry, a
comparison between two types of publishing companies,
conglomerate and independent, will help.
Chapter One has already introduced the two types of
publishers being studied: conglomerate publishers and non-
conglomerate publishers. In the previous chapter, their
common logic of production in the capitalist economic
logic is studied. This chapter will then move on to
discuss the impact brought, about by media conglomeration
by comparing the differences between the two types of
publishing companies.
As mentioned in Chapter Four, conglomeration reshapes
the corporate structure (Organizational setting) of the
publishing company and this will be one of the dimensions
for our comparison. Secondly, the difference in
organizational practices between the two types of
publishing companies is investigated so as to assess the 1
impact of transformation in organizational setting upon
production routines. The above changes will in turn affect
the final product of different companies and our
comparison covers this dimension too. These three
dimensions can jointly project the impact brought by
conglomeration in the book industry rather
comprehensively. They are reiterated as follows:
1. Organizational setting: Organizational setting here
means the corporate structure of the publishing company.
This includes all the hierachies and sections of the
organization.
2. Organizational practices: This means the rules and
ways the organization follows in production and decision¬
making.
3. Product policy: This simply means what the
publishing company decides to produce.
These aspects will then give us an overview on the
changes in book publishing brought by the conglomeration
momentum.
6.1 Organizational Settings
The evolvement of conglomeration transforms not only
the publishing companies' internal organization structure
but also establishes for them a whole chain of external
set-ups. Therefore, the following discussions will be
divided into two sections: The corporate structure of
publishing companies and publishing companies as part of
the media conglomerate.
6.1.1 Corporate Structure of Publishing Companies
As the editorial department is the core of book
production, our comparision will emphasize on the
structure of the editorial department. Six of the seven
publishing companies establish a two-tier editorial
department: chief editor and sub-editor. Only
Publications (Holdings) Ltd. (PHL) divides its editorial
department into four layers: publishing manager, chief
editor, executive editor and sub-editor. More staffs are
engaged in making decisions and contributing ideas at
different levels. The publishing manager has to seek new
product lines and initiate strategies for the company
while the chief editor selects manuscripts that suit a
product line or strategy. The executive editor will then
begin to look for new authors and manuscripts that are
suitable for publishing.
The more complex structure may be the result of heavy
load of decision-making and need for new ideas arising
from the volume of books to be published every month. PHL
has to produce about 10 books per month while Cosmo or
Star International produce four or even less every month.
Ming Window is now producing eight books per month and it
is thus evolving toward a three-tier system with a few
senior editors sharing the work of the chief editor in
desk editing. The greater the volume of books published
regularly, the greater the need for more intermediate
executives to make secondary decisions such as supervising
routine editorial work.
Mr. Choi Dun-chi, editor of Ming Window witnesses
this tendency in his company. He is now sharing some of
the duties of the publishing manager, Mr. Fong Leung-chu,
especially in supervising routine editorial work.
Moreover, his familiarity with mainland China's literature
lands with him the charge to select manuscripts for the
Mainland Series. These basks are assumed by the Chief
editor in Publications (Holdings) Ltd. and thus Ming
Window can be viewed as evolving towards a three-tier
structure.
The volume of publishing is but one factor leading to
such needs. The variety of books is another important
pushing forces. For companies which usually put together
newspaper columns into books, there is relatively little
demand for decision-making or collective thinking. The
only thing the chief editor has to do is to keep the work
of the sub-editors in pace. Universal Press is a typical
example whereas the chief editor, Mr. Fung, has to
supervise not only book publishing but also some magazines
in the group. Editors work almost all on their own
without much supervision. Other publishing companies which
either publish a few books only or depend on
newspapermagazine columns will not need a more
specialized and complex corporate structure to aid the
manager.
Besides the editorial department, conglomerate
publishers such as Publications (Holdings) Ltd. and Ming
Window can share the marketing, circulation and production
department with other printing business of the
conglomerate. But for independent publishers such as The
Affairs Weekly Publication Ltd. or Li Man, they have to
squeeze some of their own staffs to take up these roles.
6.1.2 Publishing Companies as Part of the Media
Conglomerate
This section discusses only the organisational
environment of conglomerate-related publishers, namely,
Publications (Holdings) Ltd. and Ming Window. For non-
conglomerate companies, they are independent companies
which will naturally be without such environments. Though
The Affairs Weekly Publishing Company may be slightly
different since it has some weak linkage with the
magazine. Yet, the only linkage is the supply of
materials by the magazine. As Mr. Chan Ho-yan,
publisher of The Affairs Weekly Publications, suggests, he
is not accountable to the magazine management. He has all
the power to determine whether to publish some books or
not. The linkage between The Affairs Weekly Publications
arid the magazine is thus informal and loose.
But for conglomerate publishers, a whole set of
formal structural relationships exists between the
publishing companies and their parent company. Chart 6.1
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Chart 6.1 The Corporate Structure of a Conglomerate Publishing
Company (Publications (Holdings) Ltd.)
As discussed elsewhere in this thesis, Universal
Press and Star International Publications Ltd. are
underdeveloped compared with Ming Window and Publications
(Holdings) Ltd.. Their places in the conglomerate and
their relationship with the other company business is less
formal and less clear. The director of Hong Kong Daily
News, Mr. Lo Fai, is nominally in charge of the Universal
Press. But according to Mr. Fung Fung, Chief editor of
Universal Press, Mr. Lo Fai pays little attention to the
policy and product line of the company. Rather, he pays
more attention to the accounts. Mr. Fung need not report
to Mr. Lo regularly on what's ongoing in Universal Press.
Universal Press is tied with the parent company mostly in
the financial and accounting dimension. But in all other
aspects, it rather operates without conglomerate
supervision.
Star International also has a loose linkage with the
Sing Tao Group. As Miss Wong Yee-man, chief editor of
Star International stresses that she is accountable to
sales rather than to the company. She need not report to
Miss Aw regularly the progress of the company and the
pubishing house has nothing to do with the group s
newspapers or other business. Miss Wong has a free hand
to do whatever she thinks suitable.
But for Ming Window and Publications (Holdings) Ltd.,
the corporate structure is far more complex and formal.
The publishing manager has to make formal reports to their
seniors on the progress of the publishing business. The
group manager has a part to play in the decision-making
process of the publishing companies especially in
decisions about new product lines. He chairs the annual
review meeting and monthly departmental meetings to keep
him informed of the progress of the book publishing
business. He also has the final say in deciding the
general strategy of the company and whether to develop a
new book series or not. Through these mechanisms, the
conglomerate management can monitor the publishing
industry without active or direct intervention in the
business. To the parent company, the book publishing
house, being its independent profit centre, must come
under its control.
This setting also helps to clarify whom the chief
editor should be accountable to. In theory, the
publishing company within a conglomerate is responsible to
the parent company. But the accountability has to be
actualized through assigning definite personnels to take
charge. These persons serve as the linkage between the
subsidiaries and the parent company. The publishing
managerchief editor has to report to the link-man
regularly so that misjudgement or mismanagement can be
sorted out. Therefore, this stratified management system
will be an efficient supervisory mechanism to monitor the
subsidary publishing company as well as the work of chief
editorpublishing manager.
Unlike non-conglomerate publishing companies,
conglomerate publishers have to face a more complex
organizational environment. They have to adhere to the
goals and even practices of the conglomerate like a chess
in the chessboard.
6.2 Organizational Practices
This section is closely related to the discussion of
organizational setting as many differences in
organizational practices have evolved from the varied
settings of the companies. Four different aspects will be
discussed degree of specialization, formalization, control
of production process and collective decision. These
aspects cover all major operational rules prominent in
different, publishing companies inbook production.
6.2.1 Degrees of Specialization
The above section has discussed that Publications
(Holdings) Ltd. and Ming Window establish a more clearcut
division of labor and a higher degree of specialization.
Decisions at different level are made by their respective
staffs. Editors concern only the desk editing work while
the chief editor concentrates on identifying suitable
manuscripts for publishing. The publishing manager will
no longer need to deal with the editorial routines but
work hard to explore new product lines and new market
potentials. On the other hand, the executive editor ,in
the preparatory stage to become the chief editor, aids in
searching suitable writers or new writers.
But for other companies, the chief editor has to play
the role of both the chief editor and the publishing
manager, i.e. concern both the editorial routines and
business.
6.2.2 Degrees of Formalization
Specialization is but one feature for conglomerate
publishing companies. Another important essence is the
higher degree of formalization. Formal rules and
procedures are followed throughout the book production
process for Publications (Holdings) Ltd. and Ming Window
such as the regularity of editorial meetings (once every
two weeks) and departmental meetings (once every month).
Moreover, advertising budget and strategy are determined
according to rules such as the familiarity of author, new
product line or old ones. Editors have to refer to these
rules during their work. For the publishing manager, he
has to report to the group manager about the situation of
the company regularly as well as before starting a new
product line. He can not surpass the departmental meeting
and the group manager to determine the development of the
company.
For non-conglomerate publishing houses, there are
few, if any, formal rules and procedures to follow because
the organization is rather simple. The chief editor
determines almost all by himself what manuscripts be used
and at what price. Then he hands down the manuscript for
the editor to process. Packaging, naming and cover design
can be resolved by the discussion between the chief editor
and the editor reponsible for the book and there is no
need for regular meeting.
6.2.3 Collective Decision
Besides, collective decision is the rule for
conglomerate publishing companies while non-conglomerate
ones depend much on individual decisions. As discussed
earlier, the publishing manager at Publications (Holdings)
Ltd. and Ming Window is not the only person who decides
whether to start a new product line or not. Rather it is
jointly decided in the department meeting with colleaques
from marketing, production, circulation, accounting
department as well as the group manager. Publishing
manager will draft plans and estimate the possible
revenuecost for a new product line. His colleaques will
then comment on the feasibility and profitability of an
idea. Based on these brain storming sessions, the plans
of the publishing manager will thus be finalized.
For minor decisions such as packaging, naming and
cover designing, collective thinking remains the most
important means. The bi-weekly editorial meeting will
decide whether some idea will be accepted. Though the
publishing manager has greater say on these decisions,
editorial as well as artwork staffs also contribute their
views in the decision process.
Non-conglomerate publishing companies rely heavily on
the chief editor to make decisions especially when the
company is planning to start a new product line. The chief
editor has to initiate and decide on a new product line
all by himself. He may discuss with some of his friends
in the industry or even his juniors on the feasibility of
the new product line but the ultimate decision will be
made all by himself. Even for minor decisions like naming
or packaging, he is in charge.
6.2.4 Degrees of Control
As conglomerate publishers are likely to produce more
titles of books. A tighter control of the schedule is
necessary to safeguard the smooth running of the line of
production. This can be better achieved if most major
steps in book production are all accomplished within the
organization and the supervision by senior staff.
The abolition of the external review board (to select
manuscripts) by the Publications (Holdings) Ltd. is the
best example to illustrate the point. According to Mr.
Kwan Wing-kei, during the first two years of the company,
an external review board composed of university lecturers,
respected authors and editors were formed to select texts
for publishing. But the ever-increasing volume of
manuscripts paralyzed the work of the board. It became
very clumsy to go through such a process which the
organization had little control. To monitor the progress
of the business, to work more efficiently and to keep up
with the schedule, the board was dissolved and the
selection of texts has gone to the hands of the chief
editor and the publishing manager.
On the other hand, conglomerate publishers also have
relatively greater control over the content of books as
they have clearcut and distinct product line for authors
to follow. As Mr. Kwan Wing-kei suggested, authors are
briefed on the specific lines of books that they are going
to write for and the expectations of the company; This
will of course bind the author to keep in line with the
publishing house's wants. Thus, the company, rather than
the author, is the initiator for books to be produced. For
published materials, whether in magazines or newspapers,
it will be up to the company's staff to decide whether or
not to publish any of them.
But, the non-conglomerate publishing companies are
like guerillas. They just publish books when suitable
texts or chances arise. It is the author, rather than the
company's staff, who decides what to write about
especially if the author is well-known. Though their
chief editors retain the ultimate power, they are bound by
what the authors like to write about. This situation is
partly caused by the lack of distinct product line in non-
conglomerate publishing houses. Mr. Chan Ho-yan from the
Affairs Weekly Publishing Company admitted that his
company has to wait for suitable manuscripts from
authors rather than commission them to write on something.
Last but not least, conglomerate publishing companies
will certainly have greater bargaining power than non-
conglomerate publishers when they are dealing with the
authors. The better marketing, advertising and
distribution facilities enjoyed by the former will be more
attractive to authors of all scales of sophistication. For
instance, Publications (Holdings) Ltd. enjoys a whole set
of TV service centres at almost every Mass Transit Railway
station. Also, Publications (Holdings) Ltd., Ming Window
and Universal Press have a whole series of media to
advertise their books which other publishing companies do
not have. Their relatively abundant financial resources
also enhance the confidence of the authors upon the
company. As a result, authors tend to cooperate more with
conglomerate publishing houses and adhere to their product
line and expectations.
6.3 Product Policies
As the two types of companies have no sharp
differences in their manuscripts' sources (heavy reliance
upon newspapermagazine columns), the focus here is on the
variety of contents published by different publishing
companies (conglomerate and non-conglomerate).
Publications (Holdings) Ltd., having the most
diversified product line, produces not only scientific
fictions, detective stories, ghost stories, romance,
miscellanea but also biographies or profiles of successful
local business tycoons or other persons, comics of Chinese
classics, gardening, translated novels, books on the life
of different professions (reporters, scriptwriters,
copywriters), etc. This enables the company to cover the
interests of students, yuppies, young executives, workers,
housewives, and young working ladies. This strategy
equips the company with the ability to exploit specialized
interests and reduce the risk of reliance on fixed writers
or books. Moreover, it in return gives the company some
capacity to lead the audience interests and to test new
products in the market.
The development of series such as Life Interest
Series, Business Management Series, Comics Series, Sparks
Series, Science Fiction Series. Humour Series reflects
further development of such tendency and enhances the
company's reputation and credibility. As perceived by Mr.
Kwan Wing-kei, publishing manager of Publications
(Holdings) Ltd., as the publishing company becomes more
and more prominent in the audience eyes, the importance of
authors will eclipse. Books without authors are emerging
in the United States because the name of the publishing
company is already convincing enough to persuade the
audience to buy the book. He thinks that Hong Kong will
also follow this path.
Ming Window Publishing Company is also moving towards
a more diversified policy despite the bulk of science
fictions by Wei Sze Lee. Since 1986, it has become more
active and has begun to publish books of different
natures. The most famous ones are the Mainland China
Series. Also ,the company begins to develop books on
business management and romance fictions. But compared
with Publications (Holdings) Ltd., a dominant share of
books from Ming Window is still science fiction or ghost
story.
For other publishing companies, there are clear signs
of the dominance of science fictions, ghost stories and
romance novels. Cosmo Books Ltd. has published over 84
titles (28.3%) of the romance series of Yi Shue. For
Universal Press, the romance novels of Helen Shum, Yim
Shum and the ghost story of Fung Ka accounted for almost
50 per cent of its production. Over 50 per cent of the
books from The Affairs Weekly Publishing Company are of
these three categories. For Li Man and Star International
Publishing Company, their volume of production is
relatively small which is not so suitable for comparision.
Yet, the big three do obtain significant share in their
production. A more detail breakdown of the variety of






PHL MWP CBC TAP LI MAN SIP UP
Romance 7.6% 5% 28.3% 11.9% 0% 9% 27.6%
(31) (7) (84) (8) (0) (2) (51)
Science
Fiction
11% 49.6% 0% 1.5% 48.1% 9% 5.9%
(45) (69) (0) (1) (13) (2) (11)
Ghost
Story
7.8% 5.0% 0% 40.3% 11.1% 4.5% 21.1%
(32) (7) (0) (27) (3) (1) (39)
Other
Novels
10.5% 5.0% 16.8% 0% 0% 4.5% 23.2%
(43) (7) (50) (0) (0) (1) (43)
Miscellanea 7.6% 8.6% 17.8% 11.9% 7.4% 40.9% 0%
(31) (12) (53) (8) (2) (9) (0)
Life
Interest
13.2% 9.3% 4.4% 20.9% 14.8% 13.6% 0%




409 139 297 67 27 22 185
Some types of books are not included in the table and so the
percentages add up is not equal to 100%.
Table 6.1 Major Types and Volume of Books Produced by
Different Publishing Companies
Chapter 7
MEDIA CONGLOMERATION. POPULAR BOOKS INDUSTRY AND MASS
CULTURE: AN ANALYSIS OF ECONOMIC
DETERMINATION OF CULTURE
Chapter Four has traced the pace of media
conglomeration in Hong Kong which pinpoint that media
consortiums are appearing in the society. The Oriental
Daily News Group, Ming Pao Group, HK-TVB, Sing Tao Group,
South China Morning Post and Hong Kong Daily News Group
are diversifying into different businesses, no matter
media-related or not. Popular books publishing is one of
them. Chapter Five discussed in detail the production of
popular books under the capitalist economy of Hong Kong
and Chapter Six examined the changes in book production at
the dawn of media conglomeration. In this concluding
chapter, the above findings will be summarized and then
interpreted in a broader theoretical framework-the Marxist
cultural analysis.
1 —Popular Books Production: The Fragmented Ideology
In the first place, the popular books industry has to
be located in the capitalist mode of production which has
already been moving towards some sort of monopoly
capitalism as Habermas (1979), Murdock (1980), and Mandel
(1985) have foreseen. Cultural production as a whole is
also experiencing the conglomeration momentum as what has
already happened in material production. Print media,
compared with its broadcasting counterparts or new
communication technologies, lag behind despite rapid
development of newspaper groups in the United States and
United Kingdom. The relatively low set-up and operation
cost help the market retain its openness. But one can
easily see that the newspaper industry, the prince of
print media, is drawn deeper and deeper into the
conglomeration momentum. Three tycoons, Maxwell, Murdoch
and Matthews, control seven 75 per cent of the newspapers
in Britain. Newspaper chains are also rapidly developing
in the United States.
For book publishing, the pace of conglomeration is
even slower in which corporate features and cottage
features exist side by side even in the United States.
Hong Kong is no exception. The relatively low set-up cost
(less than 50,000 Hong Kong dollars) and the highly
fragile market always provide room for new comers as well
as small publishers. A few conglomerate publishers do
enlarge their influence in the market but there still
exists a great number of independent publishers in Hong
Kong. These conglomerate publishers like Publications
(Holdings) Ltd., Ming Window Publishing Company or Star
International Publications Ltd., are subsidiaries of major
media and their encroachment on the market will enhance
the influence of these media empires upon the popular
culture in Hong Kong. But, conglomerates or not,
publishing companies in general have to submit to the
capitalist mode of production.
To locate popular books publishing in the capitalist
mode of production means to illustrate how the industry
adjusts itself within the economic logic. A number of
practices and routines revolving in the process has been
discussed in Chapter Five and Six. They include the
knowledge of audience interest, regular operational
meetings, responsibility editor system system, reliance
upon newspaper columns, requirement of business sense for
editors, the close linkage with the distributors, and the
importance of publishing manager or chief editor. These
practices smoothened the production process as well as
lowered the risk of personal misjudgment especially in the
desk-editing process which determine mainly the packaging
of the book. However, as the chief editorpublishing
manager remains the major or even the only executive to
decide the product policy, his misjudgment cannot be
corrected from within the organization. This may cost
severe loss for the company. Mechanisms have developed or
been used to check the behavior of the chief editor.
First of all, the market mechanism will forbid the
chief editor from going astray as he is accountable to
directors. Poor sales performance will endanger his own
career and thus chief editors are generally very cautious
in deciding the product policy. This also explains why
chief editors from different publishing house will go for
newspaper columns as well as star writers. Secondly, all
these chief editors possess extensive experience in the
media and they are familiar with mass interests. It is
natural that they are conditioned to consider audience
interest before making any decisions. As a result, the
relative autonomy enjoyed by the chief editor does not
bring any publishing house away from the iron rule of
profit maximization or from the general interest of mass
culture.
Yet, the autonomy of the chief editor does leave
loopholes for the profit-maximizing organization as
personal prejudices and misjudgments may easily creep in.
The development of media conglomeration helps to minimize
such possibilities. The example of Publications
(Holdings) Ltd. as discussed in Chapter Six witnessed the
formation of a collective decision making process at both
the allocative and the operative level. Ming Window is
also moving towards this direction. A more complex
corporate structure and more formal working procedures are
developed to handle firstly the larger publishing volume
and secondly the heavy task of decision-making. Publishing
manager or chief editor are no longer the only decision¬
maker but one of it. Rather, he is an initiator of ideas
about new product lines. This is one of the most
important changes brought by media conglomeration.
Another major impact is on greater product
differentiation. Greater variety of books is being
produced to suit different audience tastes and market
segments. Publications (Holdings) Ltd. and Ming Window
are developing more product lines such as City Notebook
Series or Mainland China Series. Both are well-received.
Product differentiation does not equal cultural diversity,
but has led to concentration on science fiction or ghost
stories.
Yet, greater novelties in books stimulate consumption
as well as accelerate the changing of fads. Fads last
shorter and shorter as new serieses are flooding in to
replace old ones. The eclipse of Gu Long's kung fu series
is a good illustration of the short life span for a new
cultural commodity. In this way, the audience will find
it difficult to acquire any sensible and comprehensive
picture about the world. As Tsang Shue Kei, a lecturer at
the Hong Kong Baptist College, has argued, it is now
meaningless or even improbable to trace a clear and
persistent bourgeois ideology in popular cultural
products. Rather, the bourgeois ideology is no ideology.
The mass is not narcotized by false consciousness but no
consciousness. To him, the most destructive effect of
modern cultural commodities is that: 'they carve the world
into pieces and the audience can never find a consistent
picture about the reality. People are just consumers
sitting there to be entertained by this products and are
being carried away (Tsang, 1987).
He further proposes that what actually is produced by
the cultural industry is not so important. Rather, the
impact of fragmented and everchanging cultural fads on the
consciousness of the people is more important. To him, it
is of little difference whether the publishers print books
on cultural critique or ghost stories. They are just for
fun and no more (Tsang, 1987). Arnold Hauser echoed such
comments as he pointed out that best-sellars are only
cheap entertainments for people: no more, no less (Hauser,
1987).
In addition, the competitive environment facing
publishing industry as a whole, together with other
leisure industries, further reduces the critical or
aesthetic potential of popular books. As discussed in the
first part of Chapter Five, one has to locate popular book
publishing as part of the leisure industry. Most people
attend to popular books in their leisure to escape or to
kill time during journey. As Arnold Hauser has rightly
pointed out, the major function of best-sellers is to
provide cheap entertainments so that people will be able
to escape from the cruel reality and fierce struggle for
living (Hauser, 1987). That means popular books, whatever
their content, serve mainly as a means of relaxation. In
order to compete with other leisure activities, popular
books cannot afford demanding that readers appreciate art
or critical thinking. Though it is too early to foresee
the impact of media conglomeration, the above discussion
seems to suggest that the hope of upgrading the mass's
ability to appreciate arts, is unlikely to materialize.
On the other hand, the appearence of media
conglomerates is not without its contribution to the
development of book publishing industry other than
changing the organzational features and decision-making
process of the publishing companies. Greater variety of
products which to some extent cater for specialized
interests are being introduced in the industry despite the
reliance upon newspaper columns as always mentioned.
Greater product differentiation makes popular books
industry more autonomous and less dependence upon other
print media. Layouts, packages and promotion are much
improved. Yet, all these have nothing to do with cultural
pluralism which provides room for different alternative
culture to grow.
The Spark Series,• Scientific Fiction Series, or the
Mainland China Series are typical examples. People
interested in these contents can consume them according to
how much they want and when they want. One can just buy a
book and spends three days reading it. One feels more
satisfied than just reading a segment of the story every
day. These conglomerate publishers are even selling
knowledge (in popular form) to the readers. It is natural
to link books with knowledge and self-education. The
Business Management Series of Publications (Holdings) Ltd.
goes beyond the entertaining function of popular books to
perform another important function, informing and
educating. This can further amplify the advantages of
books and strengthen its competitive power with other
media.
The development of new contents for popular books
enhances their impact towards popular culture and other
media content. Popular books publishing is no longer an
extension or duplicate of other media (newspaper
columnsTV soap operas) but is itself an autonomous and
important force in shaping the popular culture. Popular
books publishers are developing their own strengths in
competing with other cultural industries.
7.2 Suggestions for Future Research
As the present study concentrates on studying the
process of production and has not examined what is
actually produced by the publishers. Also, the study does
not investigate the role of the author, the production
dynamics of manuscripts are missing. As the starting point
for any book productioii, ib is the authors who utimate1y
fill up the contents to be tackled by the chief editor or
publishing manager. Additionai research is required to
look into ho w diffe r ent fo rces, economic, politic a1,
personal, or psychological, are sedimented in individual
authors in affecting their writings.
As discussed by Larrain, determination involves not
only the process of production but also the interpretation
of the audience (Larrain, 1983). Without looking at how
readers use and interpret the text, there is relatively
little ground to see how popular cultural products shape
one's consciousness. To discuss how economic dynamics
determines cultural products, one has to look at not only
how economic dynamics exerts influence upon production
process of cultural products but also how it is
articulated to become people's consciousness. As Gramsci
has proposed, ideology acquire its class character in the
process of articulation. The hegemonic principle of the
bourgeois will incorporate everything into its unified
principles so th 3 T, the dominant mode of production will
not be endangered (Mouffe, 1979). Tsang Shue-kei's
analysis provides part of the answer for the question,
i.e. the mass are narcotized by everchanging fads and no
unifying ideology. Audiences are taught to make funs but
not senses from the cultural products. Popular books, in
their competition with other leisure industries, have
concentrated on how to entertain their readers. The
articulation of popular books into the leisure industry
will no doubt limit its capacity to arouse consciousness
or to become the anti-establishment forces. This
inference is yet to be substantiated by evidence.
Research on how audience utilize and consume these popular
books is thus warranted.
The present study succeeds to point out, on the one
hand, what and how materials are selected and presented in
popular books production. But as have discussed in the
earlier section of this chapter, chief editors and
publishing managers still play a crucial role in
determining what books to produce despite the momentum of
conglomeration. This stratum of people is of great
interest and importance as they are the ones to initiate
new product lines and select manuscripts. This study has
briefly analyzed their composition and backgrounds and
more intensive study is essential so that the decision
making of publishing houses can be more comprehensively
understood.
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Appendix
List, of Questions Used in Interviews
1. When did you join the publishing industry? How long have you been
in the industry?
2. Why did you stay in the industry? Have you done other jobs
before?
3. What is your education background?
4. What qualities or attributes should a chief
editoreditormanager possesses?
5. What are the major functions of the chief editoreditormanager?
6. What' the relation between the chief editor and the publishing
manager, editor and chief editor, manager and editor?
7. Where and how you get the hints about the readers' interests?
8. What are the factors you'll consider in developing new book
lines?
9. How you perceived your role in book production process and in
the publishing company?
10. Do you think you are an important idea gatekeeper?
11. How you assess the books published by your company? Are they
satisfactory or do you think there are rooms for improvement?
12. Is there any editorial policy for your company?
13. How you assess the cultural industry in H.K.? Do you keep an
eye on the development in other cultural activities and industries
14. Will your personal tastes and preferences affect the production
of your company?
15. What's the relationship between the chief editor and other
editorial staffs?


